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Abstract
Brazley, Marshetta Shavon. Ed.D. in Instruction and Curriculum Leadership. The
University of Memphis. December 2014. Lion Tales: The Impact of Educational Policy
Discourse on the Perpetuation of the Perception of African American Academic
Underachievement. Major Professor: Dr. Beverly Cross.
Academic achievement for African American students has remained consistently low
over time. Some researchers cite the disintegration of the black family as the cause.
Others have argued that IQ is largely influenced by genetics, and that African Americans
are genetically predisposed to be less intelligent than people of other races. One
researcher traces the socio-historical connection between the institution of slavery and the
current inequality inherent in the American education system. He also contends that the
differences between African American culture and mainstream culture are so great that
they adversely impact African American academic achievement.
The purpose of this critical comparative discourse analysis was to illuminate the malalignment of educational policies and African American ideologies and the effect of this
mal-alignment on the perception of the academic underachievement of African American
students. This study contributed to the literature by illuminating the absence of African
American ideologies from educational policy, and by making the connection between this
absence and the persistent educational inequalities for African Americans. In essence,
this study examined the pernicious cycle of: the perception of African American
underachievement, the creation of policies that are guided by the perception, and the role
of the policies in the perpetuation of the perception of African American academic
underachievement.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
“Until lions have their historians, tales of the hunt will always glorify the hunter.”
—African Proverb
Academic achievement for African American students has remained consistently low
over time. There are several theories about the reasons this phenomenon persists. Some
researchers cite the disintegration of the black family as the cause (Ausbel & Ausbel,
1963, Moynihan, 1965). Others have argued that IQ is largely influenced by genetics,
and that African Americans are genetically predisposed to be less intelligent than people
of other races (Jensen, 1969). Biological deficits such as smaller brain capacity and
oxygen deficiency were also cited as limiting factors for African American academic
abilities (Gould, 1981; Jefferson & Peden, 1955). John Ogbu (1990, 1983) traces the
socio-historical connection between the institution of slavery and the current inequality
inherent in the American education system. He also contends that the differences
between African American culture and mainstream culture are so great that they
adversely impact African American achievement.
Political conversations relevant to the education of African American students have
occurred for quite some time. Much of this conversation began with the passage of
African Americans on the railroad during the Nadir period. There were several cases
filed against the railroad by African Americans for discrimination during this time. Many
of them were even ruled in favor of the plaintiff. However, the landmark “separate but
equal” ruling in the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) Supreme Court case put to rest any doubts
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that the social station of African Americans in the United States was beneath that of most
other races in the country, particular that of Whites.
The idea of “separate but equal” that arose from this ruling was applied to public
schooling in many other Supreme Court cases, that led to another case, Brown et al. v
Board of Education of Topeka et al. (1954) In this ruling, the Court decided “ in the field
of public education, the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place.”
While the constructors of the master narrative were debating where African American
students should be taught, African American educational scholars were constructing a
discourse about what African American students should be taught. W.E.B. DuBois made
an apology to the graduating class of Howard University in 1930 for the failure to
properly educate African American students (DuBois, 1932). He believed that African
American students study the social sciences in order to critique themselves, and generate
their own solutions for the ills befalling their culture. Booker T. Washington, another
African American educational scholar, argued that learning social sciences was not as
important as learning self-sufficiency and how to live by the work of one’s own hands
(Washington, 1901).
This counternarrative continued with the work of contemporary scholars such as
Derrick Bell and his concept of interest convergence. This is the idea that every
sociopolitical decision in the United States is made with the best interest of dominant
culture in mind; however, sometimes the interests of dominant culture and those that they
consistently marginalize will converge. This convergence seemingly results in a decision
that is mutually beneficial (Bell, 1992). William H. Watkins is another such scholar
whose black curriculum orientations challenge the notion that every student should learn

2

the same information in the same way at the same time (Watkins, 1993). Additionally,
Gloria Ladson-Billings (2006a) contributes her ideology of education debt, which
suggests a more culturally relevant approach to educating African American students
than the traditionally used cultural deficit model.
It is imperative to take all of these voices into account in order to illustrate that while
many agreed that the education system in place was not adequate for black students, the
ideas about how to educate black children were not monolithic, even within the African
American community.
Problem Statement
The perception of African American academic underachievement is often perpetuated
when the dominant discourse guiding educational policy ignores the ideologies of
African American scholars.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this critical comparative discourse analysis was to illuminate how the
absence of the African American ideological counternarrative in educational policy
perpetuates the perception of African American academic underachievement. In so
doing, I created a conversation that juxtaposed the key educational policies of Brown v.
Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, A Nation at Risk, and Title I of the No Child Left
Behind Act against the African American ideologies of Derrick Bell, William H.
Watkins, and Gloria Ladson-Billings. This intersection troubled the current critique and
discussion about educational policies and African American ideologies by taking it a step
further to purposefully and systematically overlay them.
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This study contributed to the literature by illuminating the absence of African
American ideologies from education policy, and by making the connection between this
absence and the persistent educational inequalities for African Americans. In essence,
this study examined the pernicious cycle of: the perception of African American
underachievement, the creation of educational policies that are guided by the perception,
and the role of the policies in the perpetuation of the perception of African American
underachievement.
Theoretical Framework
I used a critical race theory (CRT) lens to examine and represent my work. In critical
race theory, race is considered a social construction that cannot be relegated to “mere
illusion” just because it is fluid (Ladson-Billings, 2008). Race exists because it is real in
its consequences (Merton, 1995). Through this lens, race is constructed sociohistorically, and is a matter of social structure and cultural representation (LadsonBillings & Tate IV, 1995). Viewed in this way, race is realized not for what it is, but for
the effects it has. Additionally, critical race theory elevates counterstories or
counternarratives as equally important to constructing realities as the master narrative in
order to re-present misrepresented images of race and culture. These misrepresented
images are created when realities, the tales of the hunt, are constructed by the people that
make the laws, the hunters, without input from those for whom they make the laws, the
lions.
The first tenet of CRT, the idea that race is omnipresent in American society, will be
expressed in this study through a critical analysis of how the phenomenon of the
American system of chattel slavery contributed to the low caste-like status ascribed to
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African Americans that has persisted across time and space. This is an expression of the
real consequences of race (Merton, 1995). The analysis of the educational policies
selected for this study was conducted using the second tenet of CRT, the premise that
dominant ideology prevails and is power-seeking. The intent of this research is to
illuminate the hegemonic ways in which the laws are created and enforced, and how this
impacts the perception of African American educational underachievement. The belief
that storytelling is an integral part of the construction of knowledge in our society, the
third tenet, was illustrated by the analysis of multiple sources and multiple source types.
Documents analyzed included refereed as well as non-refereed journals, magazine
articles, books, poems, newspaper and magazine articles, and case law (Tate, 1999).
Additionally, the idea of the importance of storytelling is particularly relevant to this
study because it purports to illuminate the neglect of the discourse of African American
scholars as par for the creation of educational law (Delgado, 1989). The fourth tenet of
CRT deals with the divergence of the theory and practice of civil rights legislation.
Members of the dominant culture create laws that purport to alleviate discrimination, but
serve to ensure it. In this study, this tenet is expressed through the discourse analysis of
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, A Nation at Risk, and Title I of the No
Child Left Behind Act, and how, in practice, they serve to increase the power of those in
the dominant culture while simultaneously ensuring that the marginalized remain
powerless.
I took the key concepts from the educational ideologies of Derrick Bell, William H.
Watkins, and Gloria Ladson-Billings, and used creative analytic practice (CAP) as a
means to illustrate my understanding of the hegemony based educational policy as well
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as to demonstrate my understanding of how the marginalization of these key concepts has
contributed to the perpetuation of perception of African American academic
underachievement. The CAP takes the form of a short story, a minority report, and a
speech. They each present ideas of how educational policy might be different were it
guided by African American ideologies.
Research Questions
There is one key question guiding this dissertation, and it is supported by two subquestions. The key question is:
1. How would the discourse on educational policy change if it were guided by
African American ideologies?
The two sub-questions are:
2. What are some key educational policies that have guided the education of African
American students?
3. What are some counternarratives from African Americans about these policies?
Significance
“[If] things have been made, they can be unmade, as long as we know how it was that
they were made.” (St. Pierre, 2000). This study is important because in order to dismantle
inequalities, they must first be understood.

This means that multiple voices must be

heard and respected in order to construct a more accurate picture of what the inequalities
look like. Only when all parts of the discourse are presented for analysis can a true
critique of the issue be made.
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Key Terms
African American is a term used in this study to describe people of African descent
living in the United States. There are several terms used for this description in the
literature, but this one was used for the sake of continuity unless another term was used in
a direct quote or in the context of a particular discourse.
Counternarrative was used to describe the point of view of the subordinate culture
from which ideas of opposition to the dominant culture arise. In this study, these
narratives were presented in the form of African American ideologies. This term is the
opposite of Master Narrative.
Critical Comparative Discourse Analysis is the critique and juxtaposition of discourse
about a particular topic from the counternarrative and master narrative perspectives, as
well as the manifestations of their intersection. It is a hybridization of Discourse
Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis, but takes them both a step further with the
comparisons and intersections.
Critical Discourse Analysis is an approach to research that is interested in the way
discourse (re)produces social domination of one group over another, and the ways in
which the dominated group resists domination (Wodak & Meyer, 2009).
Critical Race Theory is the consideration of the relationship between race, racism, and
power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Through this lens, one aims to critique the
discriminatory foundation upon which American social institutions have been built.
Discourse is the semiotic (graphic/physical) or linguistic (language/text/speech)
way(s) in which an ideology is represented, and the ideas or philosophies generated and
perpetuated by them.
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Discourse Analysis is an approach to research interested in how the details of language
“set in motion” specific social activities and social identities (Gee, 1999).
Educational Policy refers to any case law, federally commissioned report, or act of the
United States Congress.
Ideologies as described by Wodak and Meyer (2005), are coherent, relatively stable
sets of beliefs or values, and was used as such in this study.
Master Narrative was used to describe the majoritarian point of view from which the
key educational policies were derived and written. This term was also used to describe
stories told or opinions given from the dominant culture in American society. This term
is the opposite of Counternarrative.
Narrative was used in this study in reference to the conveyance of ideas through
writing. This includes law, public policy, journal and magazine articles, commissioned
reports, etc.
Limitations
As with any study, this study has limitations. There have been many laws written with
regard to educational policy. This study analyzed only three. While they were carefully
selected for their impact and pertinence, they were included to the exclusion of all others.
The same is the case for the African American ideologies used in study. There are many
scholars whose ideologies were created with the benefit of African American students in
mind. Additionally, this study speaks on a macro level about the sweeping impact on
African American academic achievement. In so doing, it neglects the nuances of effects
of specific localities in America. Finally, this study is limited specifically to African
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Americans with the realization that there are other groups of people that are marginalized
by educational policy, and the details of those marginalizations should also be explored.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
“…in the field of public education the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place.”—
Earl Warren, Chief Justice, United States Supreme Court
There are many laws that govern educational policy; however there are some policies
that have a more significant and lasting impact than others. The Supreme Court ruling in
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954), A Nation at Risk, a report
published The Commission on Education Excellence, and Title I of the No Child Left
Behind Act are three such policies. These educational policies are unique in that they
immediately changed the trajectory of the American public education system, specifically
with respect to the academic achievement of African American students.
It is important to note that affect these educational policies had on African American
student achievement was intentional. As it noted in each of the three policies, throughout
the history of American public education, African American academic achievement has
been consistently low. In that regard, several reasons have been given for this malady.
Researchers cite family, biology/genetics, poverty, involuntary minority status, fictive
kinship, and the need for centrism among the reasons for this perceived African
American student “underachievement.”
This chapter details these three key educational policies as well as their lasting and
significant impact on the American public education system with respect to African
American educational achievement. Next, prevalent researcher identified reasons for the
perception of African American academic underachievement is discussed. Finally, the
analyses of African American scholars Derrick Bell, William H. Watkins, and Gloria

10

Ladson-Billings is presented as counternarratives for each Brown v. Board of Education
of Topeka, Kansas, A Nation at Risk, and Title I of No Child Left Behind, respectively.
Brown et al. v. Board of Education of Topeka, Shawnee County, Kansas et al. (1954)
Few legal decisions have had large and lasting an impact as Brown et al. v Board of
Education of Topeka, Kansas et al. (1954). The Brown ruling not only had legal effects,
but social, political, and cultural ones as well (Lau, 2004). This timely decision, this
judgment after the culmination of eight months of testimony and arguments, continues to
be one of the most important events in the history of American education (Blaustein &
Ferguson, Jr., 1957).
Oliver Brown was an African American parent who believed that education was the
source of advancement in life (Whitman, 1993). In her pursuit of education, Mr. Brown’s
daughter, Linda Carol, had to walk through railroad yards to catch a bus to a school that
was 21 blocks away. Mr. Brown, a Topeka, Kansas native, did not believe that Linda
should have to attend a school so far away when there was a school only five blocks from
their home. The law sanctioned this school zoning because the closer school was a
school for whites only (Blaustein & Ferguson, Jr., 1957). Oliver Brown, along with 12
other parents, challenged this law, and brought suit against school system (Brown et al.,
1951).
Oliver Brown was not the only parent weary of the treatment of African American
children in the public school system. Public schools of this time were especially bad for
African American children. In many rural areas, there were no schools at all for people
of color (Patterson, 2001). Just as Oliver Brown brought suit against the public school
system in Topeka, there were nine other cases launched against various school districts in
the country regarding discrimination in public schools from Alaska, to Illinois, to Texas,
11

to Washington, D.C. One such example is Irene Jones v. R. V. Ellis, P. J. Gilmore, and
Mrs. Axel Carlson, as the School Board of the Incorporated city of Ketchikan, Alaska
(1929). The plaintiff in this case, minor Irene Jones, was denied entrance into the
Ketchikan City Schools even though she led a “civilized life” because she was of mixed
Indian and white blood. Another is Kenneth Alan Miller et al. v. Board of Education of
the District of Columbia Department of Education, et al. (1952). This case was raised
because Kenneth Miller, a 5-year-old deaf child, was denied entrance into the only school
for the deaf in Washington, D.C. because he was African American (Hill, Chestnut, &
United States, 2004). Both of these plaintiffs won their cases, making some of the first
steps toward school desegregation.
Not all who looked to the state courts received favorable rulings. In fact, it was a
consolidation of the unfavorable Brown (1951) ruling, and four other cases with a similar
fate that comprised the landmark Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka,
Kansas (1954) case (Blaustein & Ferguson, Jr., 1957; Cottrol, Diamond, & Ware, 2003;
Patterson, 2001).
Briggs et al. v. Elliot et al.
The first case was in Charleston, South Carolina. African American parents sued the
county school board because the facilities, curricula, and opportunities were inferior to
those afforded to white students (Briggs; Briggs, 1951). The plaintiffs’ parents had to
fundraise to buy a bus for their children because school officials thought it would be
unfair to make white taxpayers pay for a school bus for colored children. Thurgood
Marshall of the NAACP helped to litigate the case, and argued that the segregated
facilities violated the plaintiffs’ Fourteenth Amendment right to “equal protection under
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the law” (U.S. Const. amend. XIV). In the end, the schools were ordered to make the
schools equal, but given the freedom to determine how they were going to equalize the
schools, and given sanction to remain segregated (Briggs, 1951).
Davis et al. v. County School Board of Prince Edward County, et al.
The next case, Davis et al. v. County School Board of Prince Edward County, et al.
(1952) was in Richmond, Virginia. This case was a challenge to the Virginia
Constitution which stated “White and colored children shall not be taught in the same
school” (V.A. Const. sec. 140). Legal counsel for the plaintiffs argued that enforcement
of this law was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. He also argued that
segregation impressed a stigma of “Negro youth as unwanted” into the minds of all
children, not just blacks. Various experts, including educators, psychiatrists,
anthropologists, and psychologists testified that segregation “distorted the child’s natural
attitude, throttled his mental development, and immeasurable abridged his educational
attainment” (Whitman, 1993). The defendants had just as many experts who testified the
exact opposite. The court ultimately decided that separate schools were asset to Negros,
as they employed Negro teachers. They acknowledged that segregation had been “a part
of the mores of Virginia for generations” and stated that it was “important to the people
of Virginia to have separate schools” (Davis, 1952). The court ordered the school system
to make the schools equal with respect to buildings, facilities, curricula, and buses, but
would not file an injunction for it to do so.
Belton et al. v. Gebhart et al. Bulah et al. v. Gebart et al.
Belton et al. v. Gebhart et al. Bulah et al. v. Gebart et al. (1952) was the third case in
the consolidation. In New Castle, Delaware, eight Negro students were denied admission
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into a state high school maintained for white students because of their color and ancestry.
As in Briggs (1951), the counsel for the plaintiffs argued that state imposed segregation
was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment, especially because the facilities and
educational opportunities offered to the Negro students was inferior to that of white
students. They presented an expert psychiatrist whose testimony concluded that school
segregation “produces unsolvable conflict which seriously interferes” with the mental
health of Negro children. Upon cross examination, the defendants conceded that the
“unsolvable conflicts” could be caused by other things (Whitman, 1993). Counsel for the
defense argued that Delaware may not be ready for non-segregation, and that if
segregation is a problem, it would not be solved by legal force. In this case, the court
ruled in favor of the plaintiffs; however, the decision was appealed, and while the
Delaware Supreme Court affirmed the decision, they left the door open for re-segregation
in the future. This is why this case was consolidated with the others (Cottrol et al., 2003).
Bolling et al. v. Sharpe et al.
The final case, Bolling et al. v. Sharpe et al. (1954) was unique in that it was not
argued in state court- it was argued in Washington, D.C. “Minors of the Negro race”
were denied entrance into a public school, solely because they were not white. Counsel
for the plaintiffs initially argued that this denial was a violation of their Fourteenth
Amendment right to equal protection under the law. This could not be considered in this
case because the Fourteenth Amendment only applied to the states, and Washington, D.C.
is not a state. They also argued that the discrimination suffered by the plaintiffs was a
violation of their Fifth Amendment rights because they were deprived of liberty without
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due process. Also, since Washington, D.C. is a territory, not a state, this case had to be
argued in the Supreme Court. This is how it made it into the Brown (1954) consolidation.
Supreme Court Decision
As was demonstrated in these cases, many states justified the segregation of the races
in public schools with the Supreme Court’s 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson ruling. In this case,
Homer Plessy, an American of mixed heritage, purchased a ticket for a seat in the first
class rail car. He was denied passage in the first class car, and sued because of it. He lost
all of his pursuits in the lower courts, and eventually lost in the High Court as well
(Bishop, 1977). This landmark “separate but equal” case of the Supreme Court that
legalized the separation of Americans by race in public places because “Laws permitting,
and even requiring their separation in places where they are liable to be brought into
contact do not necessarily imply the inferiority of either race to the other.” This “separate
but equal” applied not only to railroad cars, but to movie theaters, buses, and schools. In
fact, the justices in the Davis (1952) case stated that the Federal courts refused to abolish
segregation, and that they would also refuse.
Following this ruling, many more cases regarding the equality of separation would
make their way to the Supreme Court. Shelley et ux v. Kraemer et ux. (1948) was the
amalgamation and culmination of many such cases. The Kraemers, a White family, sued
the Shelleys, an African American family because they moved into their neighborhood
which had a neighborhood association agreement which restricted the residence of “any
person not of the Caucasian race.” The Kraemers won in state court, but the Shelleys
appealed the matter all the way to the Supreme Court. The High Court ruled that
homeowner’s associations could create discriminatory covenants because they were
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between private property owners, but state courts could not enforce them. This was a
landmark case because the implication was that the Fourteenth Amendment, which
ensures equal protection under the law to all U.S. citizens, could only be enforced by the
state in non-private matters. This case did not in any way challenge Plessy.
Many cases specifically targeting the equality of educational separateness were also
brought before the Court. In Mississippi, a Chinese family was told that they could not
send their daughter to a White school because she was not Caucasian. The Court upheld
this ruling because she was not being denied an education, and she was not being forced
to go to the colored school because her parents could choose to send her to a private
school (Gong Lum et al. v. Rice et al., 1927). However, two cases, one in Oklahoma and
the other in Texas found that separate was inherently unequal, and therefore a direct
violation of the law (McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education et al.,
1950; Sweatt v. Painter et al., 1950). The facts and reasoning for the rulings in these
cases were instrumental to the challenge of and eventual demise of “separate but equal.”
As previously evidenced, education for African Americans circa Brown (1954) was
dismal. The discrimination against African American students placed them at a severe
disadvantage, especially in the south. In 1940, African American students in South
Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama received 33% of the funding their white counterparts
did. In Mississippi, that number was a mere 15% (Patterson, 2001). African American
students were isolated and denied the opportunity to associate, let alone compete with
white students. Segregation was practiced everywhere: buses, restaurants, movie
theaters, train stations, etc., but it was anchored in schools. That is the reason why the
NAACP, including attorney Thurgood Marshall, targeted schools in order to challenge
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the discrimination. As early as 1931, they started taking on school discrimination cases
in order to begin setting precedents and to perfect their strategy. In so doing, they
realized that arguing to end segregation was futile, but arguing for the equal protection
guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment was the best way to end educational
discrimination against African American children (Cottrol et al., 2003).
In its Brown (1954) ruling, the Supreme Court acknowledged that all of the Negro
defendants were seeking integration into public schools because the facilities provided
for them were inferior to those of the white schools. The Court further states that
education is more than important in a democratic society, but “It is the very foundation of
good citizenship…it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in
life if he is denied the opportunity of an education.” McLaurin v. Oklahoma (1950) is
cited for the insight it provided on the necessary elements of “greatness” in education:
ability to study, to engage in discussions and exchange views with other students, and to
learn [a] profession. Separation from others solely for the reason of race not only
deprives children of these things, but creates lasting feelings of inferiority. On May 17,
1954, the Supreme Court of the United States concluded that “…in the field of public
education the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place.”
A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform
In 1983, T.H. Bell, the Secretary of Education, created the National Commission on
Excellence in Education because of his concern about “the widespread public perception
that something is seriously remiss in our education system.” The Board of
Commissioners was comprised of eighteen members who included one secondary teacher
and two secondary principals. The rest were presidents and/or chairpersons of university
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faculties. Their charge was to analyze the quality of teaching and learning in the United
States, and compare it to other leading nations. In so doing, they were to identify
programs that worked well, define unresolved problems, and also to identify major social
and educational changes that affect student achievement (United States National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).
The risk identified in this report is that other nations are surpassing the United States
with regard to the number of trained, capable people available to make the technological
advancements necessary to remain competitive in the “information age.” Another risk
associated with this lack of a “high level of shared education” is that those without it will
be “completely disenfranchised…from the change to participate fully in our national
life.” The commission also identifies the inability to secure gainful employment or
contribute to the progress of society as risks associated with the lack of common
understandings. According to the report, these risks are a result of weakness of purpose,
confusion of vision, underuse of talent, and lack of leadership.
The commission reports student choice as a problem. The secondary curriculum
offered to students is adequate, but the classes they choose to take are not sufficiently
rigorous as they usually choose physical education, work experience outside of school,
and classes that train for adulthood and marriage.
This commission reports the causes of these problems in its findings, which are
organized into four categories: content, expectations, time, and teaching. Regarding
content, the commission suggests that secondary schools curricula have been pared to the
point of irrelevance. They point to the fact that most credits earned by high school
students are not in the Five New Basics (English, mathematics, science, social studies,
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and computer science), but are in physical and health education, work experience outside
of the school, and training for adulthood and marriage. This lack of training is
detrimental to the workforce as it leads to an increase in the amount of money employers
must spend training new employees. In the expectations category, the researchers cite
students not spending enough time on homework, and non-uniformity of college entrance
requirements, and mediocre textbooks as reasons for poor student performance. The
suggestion here is that U.S. students are underperforming to low expectations. The
researchers next suggest that time is being wasted in the education system. The
researchers lament that, with respect to time, the school year is too short, the amount of
time spent learning how to cook and drive counts the same as the time spent in a more
traditional classroom, and that time in the classroom is being managed poorly so students
do not receive as much instruction as they could. Lastly, the commission reports that
there is a shortage of teachers, particularly math and science teachers. The findings
suggest that this shortage is due to poor teacher recruitment and training.
Finally, the commission offers recommendations to correct the identified problems.
The first recommendation is that all students are required to take the same core high
school curriculum that includes the Five New Basics. The intent is that all students will
have shared knowledge of things considered commonly appropriate. The
recommendations for the implementation of these curriculum shifts had little to do with
how they were to be taught, and more to do with what should be taught in these Basic
classes. Also, in addition to the Basic classes, schools should also offer classes in foreign
language and the arts, and should work in cooperation with national organizations to
ensure that the content being taught remains current and relevant.
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The commission also recommended that colleges and universities align their
admissions requirements with the recommended high school requirements. The addition
of national standardized tests was also recommended with the purpose of verifying
student mastery of common content, and identification of student need. Other
recommendations included an increase in the amount of homework given to high school
students, as well as an increase in the number of hours in a school day and the number of
days in a school year. Additionally, students should be grouped by instructional need,
not age.
Regarding teachers, the commission suggests that they be released from dealing with
school discipline through the creation of effective student codes of conduct that includes
clear rewards and sanctions for student attendance. Teachers should also demonstrate a
high aptitude for teaching as well as mastery of the academic content. Their pay should
be performance based, and their performance should include peer assessments. Teachers
should work for eleven months to ensure there is time for adequate professional
development and that the needs of all students can be met, and there should be incentives
made available to attract highly qualified individuals to the teaching profession.
This report suggests that primary responsibility for funding public education resides
with state and local officials, and that federal government funding should be
supplementary and specifically used to help meet the needs of the nation’s “at-risk”
students: gifted, socioeconomically disadvantaged, minority, and English language
learning students. The federal government should also identify the national interest in
education, as well as collect data regarding education, and fund research for the
improvement of curriculum and teaching.
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Challenges/Controversy. There is quite a bit of controversy surrounding A Nation at
Risk. Many felt that it provided an “injurious and inaccurate” and “grim and
intentionally provocative” report of the condition of the nation’s schools (Walders, 1990;
McGrath, 1983). Others believed that the report was right to call the nation at risk, and
that some resulting educational reforms were positive (Beck, Namuth, & Miller, 1988;
Brandt, 1984; Goldberg, 1983, 1984). As the country evolves, so does the debate. There
are those who believe the nation is still at risk (Bennett et al., 1998), and that kids are just
plain dumb (Cohen, 1990). There are also those who believe that A Nation at Risk was
nothing more than “April Foolishness” (Bracey, 2003).
Bennett et al. (1998) contend that the data to support America’s failing public school
system are compelling. In this manifesto, they report that while our elementary school
students seem comparable to their international counterparts, our secondary students do
not. They cite the bottom third ranking of U.S. 12th graders in tests of math and science
as evidence of our “national shame.” Some cite the increasingly negative correlation
between educational spending and academic achievement as proof that the nation’s
schools are failing (Lips, 2008). There are many reports of plummeting graduation rates
that bolster the argument (Swanson, 2008).
Vik (1984) immediately challenged the report, citing its use of “unfair comparisons,
slanted statements, and general fault-finding” (p. 54). He suggested that the idea behind
using such tactics was to scare those funding education into providing more money. The
argument for unfair comparison stems from the report’s assertion that America’s
preeminent standing in the international community is no longer secure because
American students rank poorly in comparison with international students on academic
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tests (United States Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). Dissenters contend
that in addition to general fault finding, this comparison is based on test that do not take
into account the differences in academic culture, non-alignment of grade level curricula,
or sampling bias (Bracey, 1991; Dowd, 1983; Husén, 1982; Stedman, 1994). Other
dissenters call the report “flawed” because it places the blame on schools for national
economic problems that are the responsibilities of the nation’s other social and economic
institutions (Gardner, 1984; Holton, 1984; Rothstein, 2008; Newmann & Wehlage,
1995).
As the national conversation evolves over time, one idea within all reports remains the
same. Education reform or lack thereof, has little positive impact on ‘disadvantaged
students.’ “The nation must continue to listen…and seek new avenues of improvement—
particularly in addressing the neediest of America’s youth” (Beck, 1988). The Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (1988) reported that the rhetoric of
education reform is irrelevant to many children, largely the Black and Hispanic children
in urban schools. The A Nation Still at Risk manifesto states that “the educational gaps
between the advantaged and disadvantaged are huge,” and contends that these gaps
handicap poor children. It even goes so far as to say that equal educational opportunity is
the next great civil rights issue (Bennett et al., 1998). Jennifer Borek (2008) even
reminds that the original report cautioned that education was given the task of fixing “a
multitude of social, personal, and political problems.”
Another political consequence of the A Nation at Risk report is that of the
establishment of the federal government’s role in education. Prior to its release, the
executive branch of the government wanted to eliminate the federal department of
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education. The parties in the legislative branch of the government realized the power of
the department of education to further (fund) their causes, different as they were. As a
result, A Nation at Risk saved the federal department of education (Hewitt, 2008).
Sandia Report. Sandia National Laboratories is a federal research company that
“delivers science and technology to resolve the nation’s most challenging security
issues.” They conduct research and development in the areas of: nuclear weapons;
defense systems and assessments; energy, climate and infrastructure security; and
international, homeland, and nuclear security (Sandia National Laboratories, 2013). The
Secretary of the Department of Energy declared education “a matter of mission” for
department of energy laboratories, so Sandia applied their traditional scientific systems of
analysis to issues in U.S. education, and made a report on their findings (Carson,
Huelskamp, & Woodall, 1993).
The researchers used data from the U.S. Census and the National Council of
Educational Statistics (NCES) in addition to over 400 interviews with parties interested in
U.S. education. They also reviewed relevant educational literature and participated in
several seminars and workshops about education. The researchers analyzed high school
dropout rates, college entrance exam performance, quantity of degrees awarded,
education spending, international competitiveness, and the status of educators as well as
employment skills. The findings of this report were that on nearly every measure, the
United States was steady or improving which is as direct contradiction to the 1983 United
States National Commission on Excellence in Education report.
On the first measure, school dropout, analysis of the NCES data revealed that nearly
88% of U.S. youth obtain high school diplomas. Further analysis showed that sine
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Whites are the dominant race in terms of population, they are also the dominant race with
regard to high school dropout rate. Additionally, the dropout rate for Black youth
decreased from 28% to less than 15% over the past 20 years. Also, it was determined
that the dropout rate was inflated because many of the reported Hispanic dropouts were
first-generation immigrants, and dropped out of school before they ever attended a U.S.
school. While the dropout rate for minority students is declining, they still have a higher
dropout rate with regard to their proportion of the general population than Whites.
Finally, regardless of race, students in inner city schools and those in from a low
socioeconomic status drop out of school at a higher rate than those in other community
types.
The next measure, standardized test scores, also revealed some telling information.
The national conversation was that SAT scores were nationally on the decline. A closer
look at the data revealed that minority students taking the SAT showed improvement
while White students showed no change. It also revealed that the demographics of
students taking the test had changed. A more diverse population of students, including
those in the bottom 25% were taking the test which naturally resulted in a lower overall
average. The fraction of students scoring at a given level has remained virtually the same
since 1977. There was, however, a strong positive correlation between average student
score and reported family income. As with school dropout rates, while African American
students showed a 50 point increase in performance points, they still average nearly 200
points lower than Whites. Also, Native American and Hispanic students averaged nearly
100 points lower than whites.

24

Educational spending was also examined for this report. The findings suggest that the
U.S. spends an average amount of money on education as compared to other
industrialized nations, and much of the increase in spending on education in the last 20
years has been for special education. The researchers make clear that they do not believe
that less money should be spent on education, but only suggest that the money spent on
education is possibly saved elsewhere in the national budget such as healthcare.
In the next section, the researchers analyze the international comparisons between
secondary and post-secondary performance. The results indicate that in secondary
education, students may have been assessed unfairly because of disparities in curriculum
timing and cultural climate. If a student has not yet been taught the subject matter, it is
unfair to hold them accountable for it. Additionally, some cultures value tests very little
and others hold them in high esteem. These attitudes greatly impact student performance.
Regarding post-secondary education, for the past 20 years, the U.S. has had a higher
percentage of students obtain bachelor’s degrees than any other country, particularly
women.
Next, a comparison of teacher education, salary, and relationship to other esteemed
professions was made. The researchers chose to compare the U.S. with Japan because of
similar numbers of students and similar educational results. In their findings, they
reported that Japanese teachers are paid 50% more than their American counterparts and
have significantly less education. Also, in Japan, teachers earn as much or more money
than engineers, and in America, teachers earn 33% less than engineers.
In their analysis of future work skills, the researchers made three major findings. The
first is that the education level for entry level jobs only increased because the number of
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people with college degrees increased. That is to say, people who previously would not
have gone to college are now going to college and obtaining degrees, and therefore can
get higher paying positions. Secondly, employers are less concerned with a prospective
employee’s abilities in English, math, science, and social sciences, but more concerned
with their work ethic and social skills including: ability to follow directions, honesty, lack
of substance abuse, and punctuality. Lastly, the researchers found that nearly 90% of
money spent on employee training is spent on the training of those with college degrees
and very little is spent on non-college educated employees.
At the end of the report, the researchers list the national education goals set by the
National Governor’s Association and the President of the U.S. They submit that four of
the six are not necessary either because they have already been accomplished or they are
impossible to measure. They point out that while there is an outcry for change in public
education, many of the proposed changes are conflicting. The researchers suggest that
public education needs strong leaders to provide a clear, concise vision for the direction
of educational reform. Regarding that reform, they suggest that improving the
performance of minority and urban children, adjusting to demographic changes with
specific attention to immigration patterns, and the cultural status of elementary and
secondary education teachers should all receive serious attention. Finally, they decree
that educational research is inadequate, and must be improved in order to be useful for
any type of educational reform.
The findings of their research were disseminated in limited release in May 1991 to
limited enthusiasm (Stedman, 1994a, 1994b, 1997), some criticism (Bracey 1990, 1995;
Guthrie, & Springer, 2004), and one threat (Bracey, 1997). The results were eventually
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published in the Journal of Educational Research in 1993. All of these results stand in
direct opposition to A Nation at Risk and were never published by the U.S. government
although they requested the work.
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001- Title I
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) is a re-authorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 1965 with some major alterations, not
the least of which is infinitely many words. ESEA 1965 was less than 60 pages, NCLB
2001 is more than 600. Title I makes available more than $116 billion in grant money for
elementary and secondary public schools to improve the “academic achievement of the
disadvantaged.” To accomplish this, Title I proposes, among other things, to “measure
progress against common expectations for student academic achievement” and “close the
achievement gap between high and low performing children” (No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001, 2002).
To receive money for “improving basic programs,” each state is charged with
determining its own standards for high achievement and its own ways to measure that
achievement. The standards must be rigorous, specify what students are expected to
know and do, encourage advanced skills. The standards and assessments must be for
Reading/Language Arts, Math, and Science, and all students must be proficient in those
three areas 12 years from the end of the 2001-2002 school year. Each year, states decide
what constitutes adequate yearly progress (AYP) toward that goal with specific regard to
economically disadvantaged students, students from major racial and ethnic groups,
students with disabilities, and students with limited English proficiency. The state may
decide to formulate standards and assessments in other subjects, but progress on those
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assessments will not count the measurement of AYP. Title I also provides that students
with limited English proficiency must be given the opportunity to test in their native
language for two consecutive years if it will heighten their chances of demonstration of
standards mastery.
Many references to teacher competency are made throughout this law. One of the
requirements for the receipt of a grant from these funds is for the state education agency
to ensure that poor and minority students are not disproportionately taught by
inexperienced, unqualified, and out-of-field teachers. In addition to teacher competency,
parent competency is also addressed. When possible, schools should collaborate with
community agencies with an educational interest to address non-educational factors that
affect academic achievement. The law even goes so far as to suggest family literacy
services for parents that have “low levels of literacy.”
Reporting or accountability is also a large portion of this section of the law. Yearly,
the state is required to make public a concise and understandable report card. It must
contain aggregate data about student demographics, student achievement levels in Math
and Reading/Language Arts, and the professional qualifications of the teachers in the
state including the percentage of classes in the state not taught by highly qualified
teachers. With respect to student demographics, scores must be disaggregated by: race,
ethnicity, gender, disability status, migrant status, English proficiency, and status as
economically disadvantaged. In addition to reporting which schools made adequate
yearly progress, the state must also report which school did not and why they did not.
Local education agencies (LEA), or individual school districts, as well as state
education agencies are eligible to apply for Title I grants, and must meet the same criteria
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as the state agency. The major requirement for eligibility is that 75% or greater of the
eligible school area or the children enrolled in the school are from low-income families
although there are several loopholes for this including one that provides a waiver for
schools on a desegregation plan. If the LEA is not eligible for a grant in that way, it may
apply for funds for school-wide programs or targeted assistance. School-wide program
funding is available for schools that serve an area where 40% of the students are from
low-income families and targeted assistance program funding may be provided for
schools that serve students who are failing, but may not meet criteria for improving basic
programs or school-wide programs. Primary consideration for targeted assistance should
go to providing extended learning time.
Section 1116 of Title I of the NCLB Act describes a tiered system designed to identify
and assist schools that do not meet the state prescribed criteria for AYP. Schools that fail
to meet the state’s criteria for adequate yearly progress for two consecutive years are
identified for School Improvement. In this phase, within three months of identification,
the school must submit a detailed improvement plan to the local education agency
(school district) that includes: what scientifically based teaching strategies will be used;
what kind of teacher and principal professional development will be provided; how
parents will be notified and involved; and planned before, after, and summer school
activities. The school essentially has two full school years after implementation of this
plan to make AYP.
If after four years, a school does not make AYP, it moves into the second tier of the
identification/assistance system known as Corrective Action. Under Corrective Action,
the school district must do at least one of the following: replace school staff that are
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“relevant to the failure” to make AYP, completely change the curriculum, replace the
school leadership team, hire educational consultants, or extend the school day for that
school.
The school has one year after being identified for Corrective Action (five years total)
to make AYP before moving to the final tier or Alternative Governance. In this phase,
the school district must do one of the following: re-open the school as a charter school,
replace all or most of the staff in the school, or turn school operations over to a private
management company or the state.
Students attending schools identified for School Improvement, Corrective Action, or
Alternative Governance may choose to transfer to another school in the district that is not
identified in this manner. Priority for these transfers is given to the lowest achieving
students from low-income families. Additionally, the school district must pay for student
transportation to the public school of the students’ choice. If money is not available to
provide transportation for all children, priority must be given to the lowest achieving
children. Also, if all of the schools in a district are identified on one of these three tiers,
the district must make arrangements for students to transfer to schools outside of the
district that are not.
School districts can be placed on the tiered system from the state just as individual
schools can. If a school district fails to make AYP for two consecutive years, the state
will identify them for an improvement plan much like those prescribed for individual
schools. If the school district fails to make AYP after the second full year, the state can
take Corrective Action that may include replacing district personnel including the school
board and superintendent or shutting down the entire district. This section that details
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punitive action for schools not making AYP is 20 pages long. The next section about
support and recognition for schools that meet and exceed AYP is four pages.
Section 1119 describes to what extent parents should be involved in educational
programs. A parental involvement policy must be developed, and parents must be
involved in the development of said policy. The policy must be evaluated annually in
order to determine effectiveness and to discuss barriers to greater parent participation. As
a part of this policy, a “school-parent compact” must be created that outlines the
responsibilities of the school and the parent to student achievement. Additionally, the
school district and each school must provide parents with access to state standards,
training to help them help their students at home, and coordinate with early childhood
education programs that encourage and support parent engagement. Additionally,
schools may arrange for in-home meetings, and pay for necessary expenses related to
parental involvement including transportation and child care.
Nearly 100 pages into NCLB 2001 comes an operational definition of the ‘C’ in
NCLB. In order to determine for how much grant money a school district is eligible, the
number of children in that district that are economically disadvantaged, students from
major racial and ethnic groups, students with disabilities, and students with limited
English proficiency is multiplied by 40% of the average per student spending in that
state. However, that percentage cannot be less that 32% or more than 48% of the nation
per student spending rate. The students that may be included in any of those categories
must be ages 5 to 17, and meet one or more of the following: live below the poverty level
as determined by the most recent U.S. Census; be neglected or delinquent (to include
incarcerated children), or receive payments from a program funded by the Social Security
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Act. These sections (1124 and 1125) go on to describe in great detail how percentages of
money allocated to the state should be divided by students in each county.
Part B of Title I of NCLB 2001 outlines the requirements for the receipt of Student
Reading Skills Improvement Grants. Subpart 1 describes the requirements for Reading
First Grants. These are available to the same consortium of students collected in Part 1 of
the act (economically disadvantaged, students from major racial and ethnic groups,
students with disabilities, and students with limited English proficiency) that are in
grades kindergarten-3, and have been identified as “deficient in the essential components
of reading skills”. Priority for grants using this money goes to school districts where
15% or at least 6,500 of the students are from families with incomes below the poverty
line. The money should be used to identify students reading below grade level,
administer scientifically based reading instruction to those students, and ultimately
improve the number of students in grades kindergarten-3 reading on grade level to 100%.
As with previously discussed grant applications, these are reviewed by a panel chosen by
the Secretary of Education. Also according to section 1204 of this part of the law, school
districts can apply for additional money based on improvement in reading proficiency for
each of 2 consecutive years. Finally, scientifically based reading instruction, reading, and
scientifically based reading research are defined in this section.
Subpart 2 of describes the requirements for Early Reading First grants. These grants
are available to school districts and/or public or private organizations that serve preschool
aged children and are dedicated to the “prereading development of preschool age
children, particularly those from low-income families.” Early Reading First grants are
competitive, and can only be received for six years.
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Subpart 3, the William F. Goodling Even Start Family Literacy Programs, was
developed to “break the cycle of poverty and illiteracy.” It was developed and proposed
by Pennsylvania congressman William “Bill” Goodling in an effort to improve family
literacy education (Van Horn, & Askov, 2003). Priority for selection will be given to
programs that serve areas with low levels of employment, income, adult literacy, and
English proficiency as well as high percentages of parents who have been victims of
domestic violence and/or are receiving assistance under a state funded program. Five
percent (or not more than $200 million) of the funds allocated for this subpart are
designated for children of migratory workers, the outlying areas, and Indian tribes and
tribal organizations. Additionally, there is a special rule in this subpart that mandates a
grant for a family literacy program in a prison that houses women and their preschool
aged children. These grants can be given for up to four years, and the amount of money
granted under this subpart may be exceeded but must be matched by non-Federal
contributions. The grants under this subpart may not be less than $250,000 and are
available to any school district or public or private entity with a record of providing
effective family literacy services. It is also mandated under this grant that the Secretary
of Education provide “technical assistance” to grant recipients. That is, initiate
relationships between grant recipients and some entity that has experience providing
high-quality family literacy training.
The programs developed under this subpart should be designed to accommodate the
participants’ work schedule and daily lives. This includes scheduling integrated services
at places in the community that are convenient for parent (some of which must be inhome), providing for childcare, and arranging transportation. The services must also be

33

provided year-round, including the summer. Additionally, personnel hired to provide
academic instruction in these programs must have at least an Associate’s degree in early
childhood, elementary, or secondary education and paraprofessionals must have a high
school diploma or its equivalent.
Subpart 4 is Improving Literacy Through School Libraries. The goal for these grants
is to improve literacy skills by providing increased access to current library materials and
highly qualified library staff. One half of 1% of the funds allocated for this subpart are
earmarked for the Bureau of Indian Affairs and another one half of 1% is earmarked for
outlying areas. The funds acquired from these grants should be used to: add up-to-date
library resources including books and technology; provide professional development for
library media specialists, and to provide students with access to the library during nonschool hours.
Part C of Title I is entitled Education of Migratory Children. This part of the law was
written to protect the educational rights of children who repeatedly move within and
between school districts due to the nature of their parent’s job. Their parent must be a
migratory agricultural worker or a migratory fisher who has had to move in the last 36
months in order to obtain or retain employment. A special percentage of the funds
designated for the education of migratory children is designated for use in the
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. In the application for funds, as with previous parts of
this title, the applicant is required to show proof of how they will collaborate with other
agencies and programs that provide services to migratory children, with particular respect
to family literacy programs. Grants made under this part of the law may be awarded for
up to five years. Priority for receiving services under this part will be given to migratory
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students who are failing or are at most risk of failing, and whose education has been
interrupted during the regular school year.
Part D directs the attention to neglected, delinquent or at-risk youth. An at-risk child
is one who is at-risk of academic failure, has a substance abuse problem, is a parent or is
pregnant, has previously encountered the juvenile justice system, has limited English
proficiency, is gang affiliated, and/or is habitually absent from school. This grant money
is only available for agencies that provide free public education for children and youth.
This includes school drop-out prevention and the reduction of correctional facility
recidivism. Special allocations in this part are made for the Commonwealth of Puerto
Rico. Programs funded with these grants should intend to improve the academic,
technical, and vocational skills of the children they serve. Priority for participation in this
program is given to children who will be released from incarceration within two years.
As with other subsections of the law, applicants for this grant must show how the
program they propose will work in concert with other programs funded as a result of this
law. Additionally, these programs must include a person designated specifically to deal
with transition from incarceration to regular school districts, a person specifically trained
to work with students with disabilities, as well as assurance that children who have
dropped out of school will be encouraged to return to school or provided the necessary
skills for employment. Programs will be evaluated at least tri-annually for effectiveness.
Effectiveness is defined as participant rate of educational achievement, school credit
accrual, transition to regular school, completion of secondary school, and job obtainment.
However, this data cannot be provided if it will individually identify any participant.
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Part E of Title I discusses how the impact of the programs described therein will be
nationally assessed. The study includes analysis of education practice and educational
costs as well as an analysis of the effects of school choice. The panel that does the
assessing is comprised of statistics specialists, teachers, principals, and superintendents,
parents, school board members, and other individuals with technical expertise specific to
the program evaluation. The Secretary of Education may award additional grant money
to programs that through this assessment show the most promise. There is also a
provision in this section to provide grant money to economically disadvantaged middle
and secondary students and their teachers that participate with the Close Up Foundation,
an organization developed to help increase civic responsibility among middle and
secondary school students. These funds can also be used for students whose families
have immigrated to the United States within the last five years.
Parts F and G, while important are not germane to the current research. Part F is
dedicated to Comprehensive School Reform, and describes the process by which schools
can receive grants for high achievement. Part G describes the process by which states
can be reimbursed for the costs of implementing an advanced placement program.
The final part of Title I is Part H- School Dropout Prevention. $125 million was
allocated for this cause. Subpart 1 describes which school schools are eligible to receive
funds. They are public schools (including charter schools) that wish to design and
implement programs to prevent school dropout and that have already implemented
effective programs for the same. Programs may be funded under this subpart for up to
five years. Subpart 2 more specifically describes how the funds may be used in
individual schools. Some activities include: professional development and release time
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for the same, planning and research, remedial education, reduction in teacher-to student
ratios, and counseling and mentoring for at-risk students.
Researchers Report Reasons for African American Underachievement
Introduction.
Much research has been done in efforts to explain why African American students
consistently academically underachieve. Theories about the etiology of this phenomenon
range from lack of educational opportunity that begins before school even starts
(Coleman, 1969) to schools being sorting machines designed to sift minority students into
positions of subordinance (Sorokin, 1959; Spring, 1976). While many causes of African
American student underachievement have been surmised, most fit into one or more of the
following categories: Instability and Disintegration of the African American Family,
African Americans as Biologically and Genetically Inferior, Societal Assignation of
Inferior Status, Degradation of Native Culture to a Liability, and Contextually Contrary
Curriculum. What follows is a layout of the premises of each of these ideas.
Instability and Disintegration of the African American Family. Several reasons
have been given for why African American students underachieve. One of them is the
disintegration of the Black family. In his report, The Negro Family: The Case for
National Action, Daniel Moynihan asserts that “the family structure of lower class
Negroes is highly unstable, and in many ways…is approaching complete breakdown”
(Moynihan, 1965). He cites dependence on the mother’s income, an increase in family
size, and unemployment levels as reasons for this breakdown. Moynihan also cites the
increasingly matriarchal Negro community as a possible reason for underachievement.
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He states that “Negro females are better educated than Negro males,” but that “Negro
children without fathers flounder and fail” (Moynihan, 1965).
In the literature, when authors refer to those living in poverty, they often used the
words “disadvantaged” or “deprived.”

In a report on equal opportunity in education,

The Educational Policies Commission (1965) describes minorities as being
“disadvantaged” by subcultures in their communities that differ from those in mainstream
society.
Impoverished student are likely to: live in urban areas, be poor and African American,
lack motivation and opportunities, lack education and job skills, have many family
problems, be aggressive and withdrawn, and have negative self-image (Ausubel &
Ausubel, 1963; Educational Policies Commission, 1965; Health and Welfare Council of
the Baltimore Area, Inc., 1962; United States Commission on Civil Rights, 1967a; United
States Commission on Civil Rights, 1967b). They are also more likely to live in areas
with high concentration of crime, violence, and teen pregnancy. As a result of these
factors, they are more likely to experience difficulty in school, and eventually drop out
before completing the 12th grade (Wilson, 1990).
Ausubel and Ausubel (1963) also identify the instability of the Negro family as a
contributing factor for the low academic achievement of African American students.
Homes are more apt to be broken, they assert, fathers are more frequently absent, and
there is a disproportionate number of illegitimate children. Their findings are in
agreement with the Moynihan (1965) report that “the matriarchal family climate is an
open preference for girls.”
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The current structure and subsequent function of the African American family is
detrimental to the academic achievement of African American students. The experience
of the African American childhood can be characterized by lack. This lack is caused
African American children lack motivation, job opportunities, education, and job skills.
The matriarchal household is contrary to what they encounter in dominant society,
thereby ill-equipping them to navigate the school process. This is especially difficult for
African American males who are expected to assume roles of leadership outside of the
home, but are not given the opportunity at home to learn how to do it effectively. This
lack of guidance as children ensures that African American male children will grow to be
poorly prepared African American male adults, who in turn perpetuate the cycle by
contributing to the preparation of more ill-equipped children.
African Americans as Biologically and Genetically Inferior. Jensen (1969) asserts
that compensatory education is not effective because intelligence, the capacity for
abstract reasoning and problem solving, is genetically influenced. He states that the
discrepancy in average Negro performance cannot be completely or directly attributed to
discrimination or inequalities in education. In this study, Jensen argues that if
environmental factors are the main cause of the Negro-white IQ discrepancy, there
should be less difference between IQ within SES strata. This, Jensen states, is not the
case, and gives credence to his major argument that IQ is largely influenced by genetics.
John Ogbu (1978) refutes this claim by stating that race is a sociological factor, not a
biological one, so it cannot be used to make any claims about the genotypicality of IQ.
Ogbu further declares that cognitive skills are adaptive. They are the result of the
different roles assigned to Blacks and Whites in the American caste system.
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Additionally, Jensen appears to contradict himself with this claim because earlier in the
study, he clearly states that intelligence is a phenotype because although it is a result of
genetics, it is also a result of “all the physical and social influences that impinge on that
organism throughout the course of its development” (Jensen, 1969).
The theory that intelligence is influenced by genetics pre-dates Jensen by more than
1,000 years. Biological determinism, the idea that people at the bottom are constructed
of intrinsically inferior material, was discussed in Plato’s The Republic (Gould, 1981).
This theory that some people are genetically subordinate to others worked well as
justification for the capture and inferior treatment of Africans brought to America in the
early 1600s, and also for the institutionalization of these practices as chattel slavery in the
later part of that century (Baker, 1998).
Many biological reasons have been given to justify the subordination of blacks in
America. One is polygenism, or the idea that black people are a completely different
species of animal that white people. Etienne Serres asserted “A Negro is no more a white
man than a donkey is a horse or a zebra” (Gould, 1981, p. 40). Leading American
polygenist Josiah Nott assured that no under the human form could “change a White man
into a Negro” (Nott, 1844).
Another involves scientific measurement and comparison of the physical attributes of
both races. Samuel Morton, another leading American polygenist, measured the size of
human skulls to determine their capacity to hold brain matter by filling them with lead
buckshot- the assumption being that the larger the brain, the more intelligent the species.
His results indicated that Caucasian people were superior to all other races including:
Blacks, Mongolians, and Native Americans. Although Gould (1981) refuted Morton’s
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claims as culturally biased, more recent claims have been made that Gould’s research was
“poorly supported or falsified,” and that Morton’s work was reliable despite his bias
(Lewis et al., 2011).
Gould (1981) also makes mention of southern physician Samuel Adolphus Cartwright.
In a letter written to another physician in Boston, Cartwright details the scientific basis
for his belief that black people move more slowly, and are physically and mentally
inferior to whites. With the use of a spirometer, Cartwright confirms Jefferson’s
assertions in Notes on the State of Virginia (Jefferson & Peden, 1955) that blacks have a
smaller lung capacity than white, and because of this they consume 20% less oxygen.
Dysesthesia, as he named it, lead to less oxygen in the blood, translating to less oxygen in
the brain, which resulted in lower intellect. Cartwright prescribed “whipping the lungs to
increased action” as a remedy because the blisters made from the strap on the respiratory
nerves “has a magic charm about it in the treatment of those of the negro” (Cartwright,
1852). These biological ideas about the inferiority of blacks, along with those previously
mentioned, were further supported with the adaptation of Sir Francis Galton’s eugenics.
Eugenics is a science of human variation and heredity which seeks to improve human
stock by selective breeding (Newman, 1932). If, as the aforementioned scientists
proclaim, blacks are inferior because of their biological makeup, no amount of selective
breeding could make them equal to whites (Haller, 1963). This belief was held by
professors and presidents alike. In the August 1896 issue of Appleton’s Popular Science
Magazine, Professor William G. Sumner asserts, “…history clearly shows that the
extension of higher civilization over the globe is a natural process” (Sumner, 1896).
Founding father Thomas Jefferson (Jefferson & Peden, 1955) wrote, “The improvement
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of blacks in body and mind, in the first instance of their mixture with the whites…proves
that their inferiority is not the effect merely of the condition of their life.” In the
Lincoln/Douglas debates, presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln stated, “There is a
physical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forever forbid
the two races living together on terms of social and political equality” (Lincoln, Douglas,
& Sparks, 1908).
For centuries, people of African descent have been considered biologically and
genetically inferior to every other race and nationality. They have been given IQ tests,
subjected to extreme changes in diet, climate, and emotional stress in order to investigate
every aspect of African American biology and genetics. A plethora of studies have been
conducted, and there is no part of the African body that has not been measured in order to
prove racial inferiority in order to justify social and cultural subordination (Vecchione,
1987).
Societal Assignation of Inferior Status. John Ogbu (1983) makes the connection
between education and race by stating, “Only in the United States have the twin problems
of inequality and educability received such attention…” (p. 179). Ogbu asserts that
different minorities respond differently to schooling because of the way they experience
the country (Ogbu, 1990). As does Pinderhughes, Ogbu traces the socio-historical
connection between the institution of slavery and the current inequality inherent in the
American education system. He labels the manifestation of this inequality “subtractive
schooling,” and identifies it as a cause of the underachievement of African American
students.
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Ogbu calls black Americans “castelike” or “involuntary” minorities because they were
brought to America and enmeshed in society involuntarily and forced into subordination.
“Black Americans,” Ogbu states, “are a good example: they were brought to America as
slaves and after emancipation relegated to castelike status through legal and extralegal
devices” (Ogbu, 1983). Those “legal and extralegal devices” are evident from the
beginning of the time of the African in America.
A report from The Educational Policies Commission mentions several different
American minority groups, but it specifically states that “Negroes have a different and
more different situation” than the other groups due to the persistent discriminatory
“cultural patterns, habits, and attitudes” that were not entirely eliminated after the formal
eradication of slavery (Educational Policies Commission, 1965). This notion also
appears in a report from the Commission on Civil Rights. In A Time to Listen… A Time
to Act, psychiatrist Dr. Charles Pinderhughes asserts “The system of slavery in this
country assigned certain functions to Negroes which were designed to keep them
powerless, exploited, and in an inferior position to whites” (United States Commission on
Civil Rights, 1967a). Additionally, Ausubel and Ausubel (1963) report that, “All the
foregoing properties of the lower-class environment also apply to the segregated Negro
community.”
When blacks were brought to America as slaves, the idea of educating blacks was
considered absurd. Phrenology was the science of the day, and scientifically, blacks were
not capable of learning as whites were. They were valuable property to be insured, cared
for, bought, and sold. Thus, blacks were sub-human. Uneducated blacks were also good
for the economy. Education fostered discontent, and discontent could lead to insurrection
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and the disturbance of social order. This scientific evidence coupled with the economic
rationale assuaged the moral guilt associated with owning another person (Bullock, 1967;
Johnson, 1930). As the country became more industrialized, it became increasingly
necessary to provide some education to blacks in order to improve their value and
production as slaves. They received training as masons, weavers, carpenters,
blacksmiths, seamstresses, and many other forms of artisanship. An increase in slave
rebellions, particularly Nat Turner’s Rebellion, caused a significant decline in the
education of blacks during this time, as many states began to pass laws making the
education of blacks a crime (Johnson, 1967; Pierce, Kincheloe, Moore, Drewry, &
Carmichael, 1955).
The cultural differences between the dominant culture and involuntary minority
culture are seen as “secondary cultural differences” because they are a liability to
successful assimilation (Bordieu, 1973; Ogbu, 1990). Because of these unequal power
relations, Black Americans have controlled and limited access to education and
schooling. Ogbu even goes so far as to make the distinction between class and castestating the intentionality of his use of the word caste because it is birth-ascribed and
clearly bounded (Ogbu, 1978).
Ogbu also makes the comparison between Chinese American immigrants and black
Americans to demonstrate the difference between involuntary and voluntary minorities.
Chinese Americans are seen as voluntary minorities because they immigrated to the
United States by choice. They had a homeland and a culture with which to identify, and
many made it their primary goal to return. They did not have to accept the “white
definition of their objective menial positions or their racial identity as inferior” because
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their culture was not stripped from them, and they fought to preserve it (Ogbu, 1983).
These differences are “primary cultural differences” because they do not hinder the
ability of the minority to successfully function in dominant culture.
Former chairman and directory of the Carnegie Council on Children boldly states, “By
every standard of harm, these [blacks] are the most endangered children in our society…”
(Ogbu, 1978). At the foundation of America, it was illegal for African Americans to
receive an education. It became legal only when the dominant culture realized that
limited education for some African Americans could be beneficial to the majoritarian
society. This begat a culture of education in which African American students were only
educated insomuch as their education could contribute to the perpetuation of their
subordinance.
Degradation of Native Culture to a Liability. Resentment of unequal treatment and
lack of opportunity for assimilation into the dominant culture breed resistance to
behavior, activities, events, or symbols that traditionally signify the dominant culture or
‘acting White.’ This sweeping oppression by the dominant culture fosters a brotherhood
or a ‘fictive kinship’ between the oppressed. Together, the marginalized form a group
identity to combat that of the one given them by the dominant culture. Oppositional
social identities and oppositional cultural frames are outgrowths of the collective struggle
against this rejection (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). These are attitudes, customs, behaviors,
etc. that are developed by involuntary minorities in their fictive kinships to maintain their
identities and ‘separateness’ from dominant or White American culture.
Learning, school curriculum, and standard academic practices are often equated with
‘acting White.’ Thus, black students that succeed in these areas are considered deviant
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from and are usually sanctioned by the black students that have chosen to reject
‘subtractive schooling’ or giving up their created identity in order to become acculturated
into White culture (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).
Critics of Ogbu’s socio-historical theories of African American achievement claim
that they tend to “blame the victim” and that they do not take into account the involuntary
minorities that have successfully completed school without losing their cultural identity
(Trueba, 1986, 1988). Others favor what they perceive as a more culturally responsive,
socio-cultural, microstructural approach. By using Vygotsky’s ideas of social
construction of learning, and establishing a trusting environment in which the students
and teachers are willing to take risks, some believe that one does not need a “special
culture” to be successful in school (Erickson, 1987; Moll & Diaz, 1987, Vygotsky, 1962).
Another critique of Ogbu’s macro explanation of African American academic
underachievement is that it is mis-focused. Some argue that many reasons have been
given for failure, but that they focus should not be on failure because it is a “culturally
necessary part of the American school scene.” Efforts should be made to confront
failure, not explain it (McDermott, 1987).
African Americans have developed a culture that represents their values and beliefs.
This counter culture stands in direct opposition to dominant culture, and therefore does
not successfully translate in the American education system. African American students
are forced to choose between holding on to oppression and the beliefs and customs they
have learned to value or completely ignoring the culture of their community for the hope
of a small chance at academic achievement.
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Contextually Contrary Curriculum. It is the rejection of ‘subtractive schooling’
that gave rise to the notion of a centric curriculum. In his work, The Miseducation of the
Negro (2006), Carter G. Woodson asserts that “African Americans have been educated
away from their culture and attached to the fringes of European culture.” Eurocentrism,
as it is commonly called, places white European culture at the cross-curricular center of
the classroom. Students in Eurocentric classrooms learn to accept as heroes and heroines
the people who oppressed and marginalized minority cultures. This is dangerous, Dr.
Molefi Kete Asante argues, not because the curriculum centers on European culture, but
because the curriculum is hegemonically designed to protect white privilege by
representing the reality of Europeans as the sum total of the human experience (Asante,
1992). He states that this Eurocentric control of the curriculum contributes to low selfesteem and increased self-loathing of students in the classroom who do not culturally
identify with the white European culture (Asante, 1991). Assante asserts, does not allow
for the “intellectual and scholarly contributions” of African American scholars (Asante,
1999). The realization of this bias in the curriculum, the impact if had on African
American student achievement, led to the development of a more culturally sensitive
alternative, centrism.
Asante (1991) describes the centric approach as “a perspective that involves locating
the students within the context of their own cultural references.” For African American
students, this is Afrocentrism. An Afrocentrist classroom is one in which African
Americans and African American cultures are located in the center perspective position.
Other proponents of Afrocentrism claim that it is effective where so many other methods
have failed. There have been many curricular shifts in the history of the education of
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African Americans. Among the shifts have been: increasing educational standards,
placing more (or less) power in the hands of school based management, implementing
multicultural curricula, or efforts to restructure schools entirely (see NCLB). Not one of
these efforts has had a significant impact on African American student achievement
(Pollard & Ajirotutu, 2000). African-centered education relies on the premise that a
learning environment “immersed in African traditions, rituals, values, and symbols,” is
more familiar to African American students, will reduce the amount of alienation and
rejection they face, and thereby improve their academic achievement (Pollard &
Ajirotutu, 2000).
Some critics of centrism and Afrocentrism argue that those ideas have been taken too
far, and have been made “pernicious.” Diane Ravitch believes in a pluralistic “warts and
all” history, but believes that centrism takes multiculturalism to an extreme (Ravitch,
1990). Pluralistic multiculturalism prioritizes the development of a common culture. In
this paradigm, the recognition of differences serves to teach that everyone can achieve
regardless of race, religion, gender, ethnicity, or family origin if they work hard.
Ravitch describes centrism (in any form) as particularistic multiculturalism. She
describes this practice as limiting because it teaches children that “something in their
blood or DNA defines who they are and what they may achieve” (Ravitch, 1990). She
further argues that particularistic multiculturalism perpetuates hatred by emphasizing
differences, and teaching a history in which people are either victims or oppressors.
Ravitch touts that American schools emphasize European ties as logical because all of the
social institutions in this country were created largely by people of European descent.
She makes another point of logic by stating there is not enough time to teach about all of
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the different cultures in American. “By the time every culture gets its due, there’ll be no
time for the culture itself” (Ravitch, 1990). Finally, Ravitch states that centrism is guilty
of the very vice it purports to oppose. She argues that particularistic multiculturalism
treats all ethnic groups as a monolith, without regard for differences in culture, history,
religion or linguistics within cultures.
Arthur Schlesinger describes centrism as separatism. While he acknowledges racism
as “the great failure of the American experiment,” people of color still contributed to the
formation of what is currently touted as the American identity (Schlesinger, 1992).
Schlesinger acknowledges that the “complacent majority” has equal responsibility with
the “sullen minority” to make the effort to become “one people.” The aims of American
immigrants, he argues, were “escape, deliverance, and assimilation.” Whereas Ravtich
calls centrism particularistic multiculturalism, Schlesinger calls it separatism, and its
proponents “militants of ethnicity” (Schlesinger, 1992). Schlesinger, like Ravitch,
supports teaching history from a variety of perspectives, but believes that it is dangerous
if taken too far. Again like Ravitch and others, Schlesinger believes that by exaggerating
differences, the “cult of ethnicity” intensifies resentments and causes further separation
between the races. Centrism, then, is a threat to assimilation, one of America’s founding
principles (Schmidt, 1997; Schlesinger, 1992; Ravitch, 1990).
Schlesinger also addresses Asante’s assertion that Eurocentrism is damaging to the
self-esteem of children whose culture does not mirror the curriculum. Schlesinger argues
that Afrocentrism is an “escape from the hard and expensive challenges of our society.”
The need for safer schools, better teachers, better teaching materials, stable families, and
the need to stop crime are some reasons Schlesinger cites for the compromised identity
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development of African American children. “Low self-esteem,” Schlesinger states, “is
too deep a malady to be cured by hearing nice things about one’s past” (Schlesinger,
1992).
Together, these researcher-reported reasons formulate the ideology upon which
Brown, A Nation at Risk, and No Child Left Behind are based. These three educational
policies were written to prevent Black students from suffering the crippling effects of
these conditions. Unfortunately, the very conditions the policies purport to ameliorate are
reinscribed within them. Derrick Bell asserts that the Brown decision would have been
very different if it had not been “deemed important by middle and upper class whites”
(Bell, 1980). William H. Watkins contends that A Nation at Risk is a policy “born of
hysteria” (Watkins, 2003). Gloria Ladson-Billings acknowledges that the intentions of
Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act are admirable, but contends that many of the
students who are targets of its aspirations will be more likely harmed than helped
governing the education of Black students in her 2006 American Educational Research
Association presidential address, saying, “We seem to study them, but rarely provide the
kind of remedies that help them to solve their problems” (Ladson-Billings, 2006; 2004b).
The next part of this chapter contains analyses of the African American ideologies of
each of these scholars.
African American Ideologies
Derrick Bell
Racial Permanence and Interest Convergence. Lawyer and self-proclaimed civil
rights activist Derrick Bell proclaims, “We recognize that American social order is
maintained and perpetuated by racial subordination” (Bell, 1995). This statement
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undergirds all facets of his ideology. Bell’s ideology is an outgrowth of his work with
Critical Legal Studies and Critical Race Theory where asserts that racism is not aberrant,
but ordinary, and it permeates American society (Bell, 1995). In alignment with this
assertion, Bell contends that every socio-political decision made in America is and
always has been decided with the best interest of dominant culture (middle and upper
class white men) in mind. He cites multiple legal examples including the framing of the
Constitution and the Emancipation Proclamation where white people have acted against
their conscious as well as intentionally compromised the rights of African Americans in
order to retain the ultimate privilege, their “property of whiteness” (Bell, 1975, 1987,
1988, 2008). Bell also gives examples where policies put in place to ameliorate the
effects of racism such as affirmative action are legislated, not based on principle as they
should be, but based on what would be best for middle and upper class white people
(Bell, 1980; Wechsler, 1959).
Sometimes, decisions made benefit both dominant culture and marginalized people.
Bell calls this phenomenon interest convergence (Bell, 1980, 1992, 2008). It is
characterized by an outcome that benefits both dominant and marginalized cultures. Bell
often uses storytelling and narratives as well as open critiques of court rulings to illustrate
how instances of interest convergence are often mistaken for dominant culture concern
for the plight of the people they have marginalized (Bell, 2003). It is only through a
critical race lens that these instances can be uncovered for what they really are: facades
for the perpetuation of dominant culture as status quo and the persistence of the
perception of black subordination.
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Early Evidence of Pervasive Dominance. In her first chronicle, Geneva Crenshaw,
the African American lawyer heroine in many of Derrick Bell’s demonstrative short
stories, left the 20th century and visited the Constitutional Convention as an unexpected
and uninvited guest with the intent to convince them not to ignore the issue of slavery in
the document they were creating, but to abolish it (Bell, 1987, 1988). She began by
reminding the Framers of the words their contemporary Thomas Jefferson spoke just
eleven years prior, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal…” (U.S. Declaration of Independence, Paragraph 2, 1776). She continued to
invoke Jefferson, but more directly. “Slavery brutalizes the slave owner as well as the
slave,” she went on, “I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just; that his
justice cannot sleep forever” (Jefferson & Peden, 1955). Geneva implored them to
reconsider their lasseiz faire stance by warning them of the Great Civil War to come as a
result of the inability to resolve the issue of slavery, as well as the legacy of racism that
persists into the 20th century.
Before the delegates tried (for the second time) to kill her, they responded with the
reason they would not reconsider. “Slavery has provided the wealth that has made
independence possible.” The goods for which U.S. demanded freedom from Britain were
produced, in large measure, by slave labor. The profits from the sale of those goods
funded the Revolutionary War. Slavery had been the backbone of the American
economy, and the source of much of its wealth. The Framers knew that slavery was
morally wrong; however, the country’s survival depended on the recognition,
rationalization, and protection of slavery, and that was most important (Bell, 1987).
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During and after the Great Civil War Geneva warned about, the interests of blacks and
middle and upper class whites appeared to converge. President Lincoln issued the
Emancipation Proclamation, granting freedom to all of the slaves in the union. On the
surface, this appeared to simply be the morally right thing to do. Critically, and most
likely, this decision was made because it allowed the Northern states to recruit black
soldiers (Bell, 2008). Three amendments, the Reconstruction Amendments, were made
to the U.S. Constitution in the aftermath of the Civil War. The 13th amendment abolished
slavery formally abolished slavery in the United States except as punishment for
conviction of a crime. Today, black men are six times more likely to be incarcerated in
federal and state prisons and local jails (Drake, 2013). The 14th amendment, ratified in
1868, granted citizenship to former slaves, guaranteed equal protection under the law for
all citizens and forbade the deprivation of life, liberty, or property without due process.
Just eight years later, the Supreme Court ignored the right to liberty and property of
property owners when they handed down their separate but equal verdict in Plessy v.
Ferguson. In the interest of segregating black people from white people, owners of
public property were deprived of their liberty to use their property as they saw fit (Bell,
1988). The last of the Reconstruction Amendments was ratified in 1870. The 15th
amendment guaranteed all American citizens the right to vote regardless of previous
condition of servitude. It would not be until the passage of the Voting Rights act of 1965
that African Americans would gain the right to vote unobstructed by poll taxes, voter
qualification tests, and other extra legal means (Bell, 2008). To date, 34 states have
enacted voter identification laws requiring voters to show some form of identification at
the polls that disproportionately discourages African Americans from voting (Bell, 2008;
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Underhill, 2014). This trend of hegemonic interest convergence in the law continues
with the legislation regarding integration.
Integration. Court rulings should have a principled basis. This means that judges
should take into account the laws or rules of nature that are accepted in society, and apply
them consistently across rulings (Wechsler, 1959). American principles are decided by
the dominant culture. One such guiding principle is said to be the 14th amendment which
grants citizenship to all persons born in the United States and provides equal protection
under the law to all of those citizens. Seemingly, the 14th amendment would ameliorate
the need for interest convergence, but it often asks as a mask for it- just as it did with the
Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954).
Oliver Brown was an African American parent. His daughter, Linda Carol, had to
walk through railroad yards to catch a bus to a school that was 21 blocks away. Mr.
Brown did not believe that Linda should have to attend a school so far away when there
was a better school only five blocks from their home. Linda was not allowed to attend
the school closest to her home because only white children were allowed at that school
(Blaustein & Ferguson, Jr., 1957). Oliver Brown, along with 12 other parents, challenged
this law, and brought suit against school system (Brown et al., 1951). These thirteen
families lost their case against the system, but were not the only ones experiencing
barriers to education such as these. After losing their case, they joined with four other
groups of families who had also lost similar cases. These families comprised the
plaintiffs in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954).
The Supreme Court reversed the decision of the lower courts based on the principle of
the 14th amendment. Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote in the opinion of the court that
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“segregation…in public schools has a detrimental effect upon the colored children.” He
opined that segregation instilled a sense of inferiority in them that “has a tendency to
[retard] the educational and mental development.” Warren declared that separate
facilities for white and colored children were inherently unequal and deprived the colored
children of equal protection of the law.
Why did the Court choose this moment in time to determine that the Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896) ruling of ‘separate but equal’ was unconstitutional? That ruling had
been tried and tested for more than fifty years. It was precisely at this moment in time
that the interests of African Americans- equal schooling opportunities- and the interests
of the dominant culture converged. While African Americans were persistent in their
pursuit of equal access to educational opportunities, their cries fell on deaf ears until the
securing of their rights secured, advanced, or at least did not harm the societal interests of
middle and upper class whites (Bell, 1980). The Brown ruling did all three. First, it
improved America’s international reputation because most of the rest of the “developed”
world were much further advanced with regard to granting civil rights to their citizens
than the United States. This strengthened the United States’ position in the Cold War as
well as improved its diplomatic relations. Second, it gave hope to black American
soldiers who were being sent to Europe to fight for equality and freedom that they would
not receive at home. Finally, integration was better for business. It was easier to
transition from rural farming to the manufacturing and oil industries that were beginning
to boom if clientele and workforce were not limited (Bell, 1980,2008). It would seem
that this instance of interest convergence would be enough for dominant culture to realize
the importance of employing African Americans. Such was not the case, and just a few
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short years later, African Americans were once again fighting to obtain equal protection
of the law.
Affirmative Action. Signed by Lyndon B. Johnson, Executive Order No. 11,246
(1965) requires government contractors to “take affirmative action [emphasis mine] to
ensure that applicants are employed and that employees are treated during employment
without regard to their race, creed, color, or national origin.” Additionally, it “prohibits
the federal government…from discriminating in employment decisions” on the basis of
the aforementioned categories. This order was issued after African Americans and other
minorities struggled for nearly century to gain the equal protection of the law guaranteed
in the 14th amendment. This can be attributed in large part to the fact that no matter how
much harm black people must endure because of racial hostility and discrimination,
policymakers refuse to provide any meaningful relief unless there is a perceived benefit
to dominant culture (Bell, 2003). Bell used the Supreme Courts different rulings in two
seemingly identical cases to illustrate this point- Gratz et. al v. Bollinger et. al (2003) and
Grutter v. Bollinger (2003).
Gratz et. al v. Bollinger et. al. In Gratz v. Bollinger, two students, Jennifer Gratz and
Patrick Hamacher, applied to undergraduate programs in the University of Michigan’s
College of Literature, Science, and Art. Neither of them were granted admission, and
proceeded to sue the University, the College, past president of the university, James
Duderstadt, and current president of the University, Lee Bollinger. Upon exploration of
their admissions practices, it was revealed that points of differing amounts were awarded
to applicants based on different admissions criteria. Every minority and
socioeconomically disadvantaged applicant received 20 diversity points. It was
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determined that had Ms. Gratz received the 20 diversity points, she would have been
granted admission to the university. After hearing the arguments from the plaintiffs and
the defendants, the Supreme Court reversed the lower court’s ruling, asserting that the
denial of Jennifer Gratz and Patrick Hamecher’s admission to the University of Michigan
was, in fact, a violation of the equal protection clause of the 14th amendment.
Providing the majority opinion, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor explained why the use
of race, in this case was unconstitutional. She argued that the admissions policy,
particularly the awarding of 20 points to every minority, “does not provide for a
meaningful individualized review of applicants” (Gratz et al v. Bollinger et al., 2003).
O’Connor argued that leadership, service, and personal achievement, other categories
considered for diversity, only had 5 points available. She contended that large disparity
between available diversity points for minorities and people of Caucasian descent
ensured that diversity contributions of applicants cannot be individually assessed and are
not in the best interest of educational diversity. Therefore, the admissions selection
criteria cannot provide for a meaningful individualized review of applicants. As such, the
ruling of the Court was that this University of Michigan attempt at affirmative action was
a violation of the equal protection clause of the 14th amendment.
Grutter v. Bollinger. In Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), a ruling handed down on the
same day as Gratz et. al v. Bollinger et al., the Supreme Court ruled that the affirmative
action practices of the University of Michigan’s law school did not violate the equal
protection clause of the 14th amendment. In 1996, white, Michigan native, Barbara
Grutter applied to the University of Michigan’s law school with a 3.8 GPA and an LSAT
score of 161. She was initially placed on the waiting list, but eventually denied
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admission. She sued the law school, the University of Michigan, and the university
president because she felt like she was discriminated against because of her race and also
because she believed that the law school used race as a predominant factor, giving certain
minorities a greater chance of admission than non-minorities.
Upon review of the law school’s admissions practices, the Court discovered that as a
matter of policy, the law school “seeks a mix of students with varying backgrounds and
experiences who will respect and learn from each other” (Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003).
When determining eligibility for admissions, the law school considered applicants’
academic ability as well as their talents, experiences, and potential to enhance the
learning of their peers. This was done through the collection of personal statements,
letters of recommendations, as well as essays. University personnel responsible for
granting and denying admission testified that they were not directed to admit a quota or a
particular percentage of minority students each year. With regard to race and diversity,
the admissions policy only required that a “critical mass” of underrepresented minorities
be admitted. In this instance, critical mass was defined vaguely as a point when
underrepresented minorities do not feel isolated or like spokespeople for their race, and
thus could not be achieved by solely considering GPA or LSAT scores.
Writing the majority opinion, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg concluded that the
University of Michigan’s law school did not violate Ms. Grutter’s 14th amendment right.
Ginsburg cited precedence for using race as an admissions factor; however, only when
used in efforts to attain a diverse student body. The reason the Court could decide in
favor of the defendant in this case was because the policy did not give a specific number
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of points or require a certain number of minority admissions. It only required that
underrepresented minorities be present in “meaningful numbers.”
One faculty member testified that when a critical mass of minority students was
present, it benefitted the minority students because they did not feel isolated or like they
were representatives of their entire race. He also testified that it benefitted non-minority
students because they learned that minorities are not a monolith. In her statement,
Ginsburg revealed the reason for the ruling that characterized this it as an instance of
hegemonic interest convergence. This type of diversity, Ginsburg contended, was a
matter of “state interest.” In this case, several amicus curae, or “friend of the court”
briefs were filed that insisted “skills needed in today’s workforce can only be developed
through exposure to widely diverse people, cultures, and viewpoints.” Two such briefs
came from General Motors and the United States Military. Diversity in the University of
Michigan’s law school provided a direct economic benefit to middle and upper class
white men. “It is so ordered.”
Implications for Discourse on Educational Policy. The needs of African Americans
are often overlooked in the interest of preserving and perpetuating dominant culture. In
most instances, policymakers know exactly what they need to do in order to improve the
lives of the people they have subordinated; however, they are unwilling to provide the
necessary services if it means that they must take a loss in order to do so. Educational
discourse truly aimed at helping African American students would include talk about
equal access to educational opportunities for them as well as conversations about the
necessity for white people to surrender racism-granted privilege rather than simply
mandate association as Brown does (Bell, 1980; 1975).
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William H. Watkins. “We have long known that a central purpose of our education
system is to maintain and transmit the dominant culture,” writes social historian and
curriculum sociologist William H. Watkins (2003). Watkins traces the development of
the oppressive American public education from its Puritanical beginnings, to the
country’s Reconstruction response to the “Negro Question,” as well as development of
scientific racism (Watkins, 2001a, 2005). He argues that it is necessary for black
curriculum to be grounded in black epistemology because black epistemologies provide
the context necessary for understanding the socio-political nature of knowledge
construction and transmission (Watkins, 1993, 2001a, 2003). Watkins likens the black
epistemologies to social reconstructionist ideology, as they are all similar in their demand
for curriculum that “combines critical sociopolitical inquiry with the life’s experience of
the learner” as well as demands social justice and social action (Watkins, 1991, 1993,
1998).
Education Shaped by Dominant Culture. Watkins develops his social
reconstructionist African American pedagogical stance by first explaining its necessity.
He argues that the necessity of his pedagogy springs from the foundation of America by a
partisan, imperializing dominant culture, and the American public education system that
emerged as central to the glorification and perpetuation of that culture (Watkins, 2001b).
Watkins argues that because of this foundation, it is impossible to divorce education from
the world of politics and the social climate because “the dominant group’s worldview
frames the knowledge base” (Watkins, 1996, 2003). Essentially, the sociopolitical
agenda adopted by education is a direct result of dynamics of the American power
structure (Watkins, 1998).
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Puritanical Values. Prior to the Civil war, laws governing the education of slaves
served to outlaw it and to define punishment for its accomplishment. In fact, most slaves
were considered incapable of learning (Williams, 2005). Only a favored few were
selected to learn skills necessary for record keeping and making purchases because their
owners could make a profit from those skills (Watkins, 2001b). Masters were charged
with the care of their slaves, and slaves were charged with honoring and obeying their
masters. These mandates were sanctioned by the Bible, and therefore were touted by
dominant culture as the natural way of the world. These prevailing Puritan values
sanctioned subservience as the black man’s natural state, and while these values did not
encourage cruelty, neither did they encourage equality (Watkins, 2005).
Liberal Curriculum Orientations. During Reconstruction, while blacks were
enjoying their newly gained freedom, southern as well as northern whites were searching
for answers to the Negro question that supported the ever burgeoning industrialist
society. What is to be done with this large amount of newly freed slaves (Watkins,
2001a)? The Freedman’s Bureau was federally mandated in 1868, which helped newly
freed blacks adjust to the social life of the country (Watkins, 2001b). Missionary
philanthropists aimed to educate blacks in order to produce a “college bred black
leadership that would lead the black masses in their struggle for equal rights” (Anderson,
1988). Missionary-sponsored education hinged on notions of altruism, free expression,
and racial advancement; however, this was to be achieved through the existing
industrialist system (Watkins, 2001a, 2001b). There was also a municipal reform
movement which aimed to ease some of the strife caused by the sudden increase in the
urban population. Organizations supporting this reform proposed a civic education which
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emphasized good character, health, sanitation, and the benefits of labor as a means to
decrease corruption in city government, and increase attention to issues such as: tax
fairness, wealth redistribution, and labor rights (Watkins, 2001b).
Charity Movement. Additionally, there was a charity movement, which was
developed to lessen the alienation felt by society’s marginalized. Supporters of the
charity movement intended to help the less fortunate better function in the existing social,
industrialist structure. This movement separated itself from traditional charity in that it
was deliberate in its belief that traditional charity fostered dependence. According to the
beliefs of this movement, poverty is attributable to low self-esteem, low ambition, and
lack of character. Samuel Armstrong wrote of the Negro, “The difficulty with him
is…His low ideas of life and duty, his weak conscience, his want of energy and
thrift…are…the important and unfortunate facts about him” (Watkins, 2005). The lessfortunate are often referred to as vagrant, delinquent, defective, and tramp, and should
only receive assistance for a limited time so as not to strain the city’s resources (Watkins,
2001b).
Scientific Racism. While all of these social reforms were taking place, there was also
a scientific movement gaining ground that influenced black public education. Scientism
is an attempt to construct law-like assumptions about human development (Watkins,
2005). Scientific racism occurs when these law-like assumptions are applied to issues
surrounding race with no quantifiable or methodological integrity. Arthur de Gobineau, a
student of politics, religion, and philosophy, is considered the earliest significant
intellectual racist (Watkins, 2005). He arbitrarily associated virtue with bloodlines, and
concluded that social decline was not the result of excess or misgovernment, but it was
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the product of miscegenation. de Gobineau also argued that the Aryan race was superior
to all other races, and that as the superior race it is in a fight with all of the others to
maintain its position by preserving the integrity of the bloodline. This then makes race
relations the driving force in history.
In de Gobineau’s hierarchy, the black racial group was assigned the least value
(Watkins, 2001, 2005). This idea was given even more credence when reified by the
American medical field. Medical doctors of the day called dark skin “disease-driven”
and unnatural. Some even went so far as to say that even the animal kingdom recognized
the Negro as inferior because a tiger would more likely prey on a black person than a
white person (Watkins, 2001). The results of one study found blacks to have smaller
skulls than whites, thus smaller brains. The researcher concluded that this meant that
blacks were intellectually inferior to whites. This and much more “so-called scientific
data provided a rationale for containment and segregation” of black people in America.
Because blacks were seen as “naturally inferior,” it only seemed right that they occupy
and maintain a subservient position. This view perfectly supported the argument for the
necessity of an industrial education that would provide a large supply of inexpensive
labor with which to build and sustain the country.
Black Epistemologies. Watkins argues that every one of these educational ideologies
is structured to benefit the exaltation and perpetuation of dominant culture which does
nothing to benefit black students. His analysis of the foundation of the American public
education system found it severely lacking acknowledgement and/or representation of
any people of color. Intellectual thought is purported to begin with the Renaissance with
complete disregard for any culture or civilization in Africa which historical evidence
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dates are far back as the fourth century (Watkins, 2003). In this tradition, African and
African American people are portrayed as savage and barbaric. Watkins labels
educational curriculum defined by dominant discourse inimical to African American
student success, and insists that black curriculum orientation development is imperative
for amelioration of the damage caused by the discourse in the dominant culture Watkins,
1993). He contends that in order for black students to be successful, it is necessary to
define a curriculum that incorporates the social, political, cultural, and historical
experience of black people (Watkins, 1993). To this end, Watkins has defined six
different curriculum orientations that have developed in protest to the oppressive
curriculum- a negation to the negation (Watkins, 2001a). They are: functionalism,
accommodationism, liberalism, Afrocentrism, Black Nationalism, and social
reconstructionism.
Functionalism. Functionalism hearkens back to the Civil War education of slaves. In
this tradition, black people were only educated in so much as it benefitted their owners.
They were trained as artisans and record-keepers. They were also taught skills needed
for household management including the purchase of insurance and other duties that
required the use of intellect and reasoning (Bullock, 1967). Functionalist education was
generally oral, with most learning occurring through imitation, recitation, memorization,
and demonstration (Watkins, 1993). The contents of the curriculum hinge on practicality,
usefulness, and demonstrability.
It is worth mentioning that functionalist tradition also occurred in African American
communities, but toward a different end. Much like West African society, griots, keepers
of culture, orally passed down accumulated knowledge and the ways of the group. This
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verbal communication allowed for the preservation of accumulated traditional knowledge
and customs (Watkins, 1993).
Accommodationism. Deeply rooted in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, accommodationism was an educational movement designed to accommodate
black people’s desire for education and dominant culture’s desire for a subservient
working class. Often called the “Hampton-Tuskegee” model of education, the
accommodationist curriculum included manual and agricultural labor as well as social
education (Watkins, 1989, 1990, 1993). Undergirding this ideology were the beliefs that
blacks were capable of learning, but were not ready for an academic curriculum. It was
necessary for the Negro to understand and accept his place within society, and adapt to
his environment (Watkins, 1989, 1995, 2001).
Accommodationism was refined by industrial philanthropists whose interests were
protected by a large, strong yet docile working class. Wedding opportunity to
containment, accommodationist education allowed for blacks to receive a basic education
while also being discouraged from participating in the political process and providing a
large cheap industrial labor base (Watkins, 2003). By teaching blacks the importance of
accepting their “natural place in history,” and helping them to understand that slavery
was not aberrant, but a simple unfolding of history, corporate industrialists reinforced the
idea that “if blacks would only adopt white values all would be well” (Watkins, 1993,
2003).
General Samuel Armstrong, founder of Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute
(now Hampton University) and his protégé, Booker T. Washington, were strong
proponents of this curriculum (Watkins, 1995).
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Liberalism. While functionalism and accommodationism were rooted in colonialism
and subservience, liberalist curricula were more suggestive of the need for political
activism. Rather than accepting “white superiority as the natural order of things,” the
liberalist curriculum did not assume the natural subordinance of black people (Watkins,
1990). In fact, it promoted “social amelioration and the development of human potential”
(Watkins, 1993). A counter to accommodatism, liberalist education provided access to a
more social progressive, liberal arts education (Watkins, 1990).
Black liberal education acknowledged that the ill-effects of slavery, not biological
inferiority impeded the education of black people. Rather than limit the curriculum based
on the perceived inability of blacks to learn, liberalists assumed that blacks learned in the
same way that whites did. Endorsed by missionary philanthropists, Black liberalism was
not much different from traditional liberal thought in that it encouraged critical and
analytical thinking. Classes such as literature, religion, African history, and political
philosophy were offered at white schools as well as black schools (Watkins, 2003).
W.E.B. DuBois was a proponent of liberal arts education. He argued that blacks
should be educated about the nature of politics and social change (DuBuois, 1903).
While the ideals of liberalism were progressive, they advocated gradual change. While
blacks were not relegated to a subservient life, some, including DuBois, believed that not
all blacks were capable to engage in this type of learning, and that a “talented tenth”
would save black America.
Black Nationalism. Like liberalism, Black Nationalism also emphasizes the need for
analytical and critical thinking. Indeed Black Nationalism also encourages social and
political activism; however, the focus of that activism is to promote the interests of
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African people. Black Nationalists were also separatists because they were skeptical of
the ability of America to change, and began calling for a separate American Negro
political state within United States (Watkins, 1993). Even though Black Nationalists
called for a separate state for Americans, they were also concerned about the welfare of
all Africans regardless of location.
The Black Nationalist turn also embraced cultural nationalism that supports the belief
that culture is the binding force for a people’s cohesion, stability, and progress. Adoption
of this ideology was unacceptable because it meant that blacks could not acquiesce the
“rightness” of white culture without destroying themselves (Watkins, 2003). The Black
Nationalists did not believe that that American public education system would heed their
call for the inclusion of African American names, celebrations, religions, and cultural
legacies in the general curriculum. As such they argued for a parallel society in which
African Americans could create and maintain their own economic, political, education,
and cultural structures within the United States (Watkins, 1993, 2001a).
The Nation of Islam as well as the Republic of New Africa developed platforms
whereby a separate black state could exist. Proposals included the development of blackowned businesses, a separate black military, and, of course, a separate black education
system. Students learning in this curriculum would take courses in black politics, black
experience in theater, black art, and black religious history, among others. This
curriculum orientation was perhaps the most extreme representation of the
counternarrative of black education.
Afrocentrism. Afrocentrist ideology grew from the Black Nationlist idea of cultural
nationalism. Afrocentrists are critical of Europeans, charging that they have “not only
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colonized the world, but also its knowledge” (Watkins, 1993). “School and social
knowledge is inextricably connected to power and culture” (Watkins 2003, p. 331).
Dominant culture (read here: Eurocentrists) selects, constructs, and processes knowledge
as a way to establish and maintain its dominance. As such, Afrocentrists maintain that
knowledge is not neutral, and has consistently been used to white-wash and/or ignore the
historical, political, and cultural contributions of Africans.
Afrocentrists propose that not only African culture be recognized and respected in the
main curriculum, but also African ideals and ways of knowing. The scientific method,
rationalism, and empiricism have been glorified as the “right” and “best” ways to gain
knowledge. Interpretation, understanding without verification, expressive thinking, and
public discourse have been de-valued and dismissed as irrelevant because they are not
“scientific.” Afrocentrism sought to remove negative labels such as “at-risk,” “cultural
deficit,” and “disadvantaged” from the lexicon of education about African people
(Watkins, 1993). It focuses on the study of African religions, lost cities and civilizations,
and the African diaspora. Afrocentrism also sought to make popular lesser known
African scholars and ways of knowing beyond memorization (Watkins, 2001a).
Social Reconstructionism. Social reconstructionism was an outgrowth of dissent in
the education community. In the early nineteenth century, some members of the
Progressive Education Association (PEA), the lesser-known cousin of the National
Education Association (NEA), took a radical position regarding curriculum reform
(Watkins, 1991, 1993). The PEA had already adopted the position that education should
be child-centered, and that learner interests should guide curriculum; however, some of
the association members did not believe that was enough. In addition to being child-
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centered, the more progressive PEA members believed that curriculum should also
include a “descriptive and prescriptive examination of social problems (Watkins, 1991).
A collectivist ideology, social reconstructionism calls for a redistribution of resources
away from economic hegemony and toward a more egalitarian society (Watkins, 2003;
1998). Social reconstructionists also contend that schools should foster a sense of social
responsibility, encouraging students to work for the common good.
William H. Watkins adapted this ideology for multi-cultural education, and suggested
four ways to apply social reconstructionism to curriculum (Watkins, 2003). First, he
suggests an inquiry component. Students should be taught to question power and reality,
and identify inequalities and injustice. Second, lessons should be structured around
cultural movements that affect social change and equity. Thirdly, these lessons should
not be taught in a vacuum, but with emphasis on the fact that individuals are necessary
for the success of these movements. The ideas of individuals are what makes the
movements happen, and this recognition is critical to the success of any cultural
movement. Lastly, it is important to understand that social reconstructionism does not
seek to generate or impose culture, but to expose and legitimize existing culture
(Watkins, 2003).
Implications for Discourse on Educational Policy. The education system in the
United States was constructed with the intentional exclusion of African Americans.
Eventually, white people saw how beneficial to the economy educating some African
Americans in specific disciplines could be (Watkins, 2005). This hegemonic knowledge
translated into basic industrial learning for the economic benefit of the already rich.
Education with the complete ignorance of global African influence does little to stimulate
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or cultivate the minds of African American children. Every child does not come to
school with the same knowledge, but every child’s knowledge should be respected as a
base on which they can generate a curriculum based on their unique needs, not on the
needs of dominant culture as it is in A Nation at Risk (Watkins, 1993). Discourse on
educational policy guided by this ideology would include multiple truths without
privileging one over the other. Also in this discourse, the language, knowledge, clothing,
music, culture, of the communities of the children in schools would be respected as
resources and not condemned and shunned as liabilities.
Gloria Ladson-Billings. Gloria Ladson-Billings has constructed an ideology that
directly addresses the etiology of the educational underachievement of African American
children. She proposes a paradigm shift away from the ideas of the achievement gap and
educational deficit because those, she insists, are not the cause of the problem.
In her 2006 presidential address to the American Educational Research Association,
Ladson-Billings introduces her concept of the education debt. She first explains the
difference between a deficit and a debt. A deficit, she explains, is when spending
exceeds income over a given period of time. A debt is the sum of all previous deficits.
This explanation is timely and necessary, since she also contends that previous models
that explain African American educational underachievement are based on a cultural
deficit model (Ladson-Billings, 2007). Ladson-Billings acknowledges that the culture of
African American students, their knowledge, values, beliefs, and especially their
specialized and everyday practices, while not monolithic, are different than that of white
students, and thus different than that of the educational system (Ladson-Billings, 2004a).
Instead of empowering students by acknowledging their culture and incorporating it into
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the curriculum, black students are viewed as the victims of a deprived culture. They are
seen as “deficient white children” needing compensatory education to make up for the
disadvantage of their culture. This “you poor dear” syndrome causes sympathy which
leads to making excuses for why expectations and achievement remain low (LadsonBillings, 2009). To explain the perceived academic underachievement of African
American students, Ladson-Billings offers a four-part education debt that she argues must
be paid in order to change the perception. She also posits culturally relevant teaching as
a means to that end.
Education Debt. Ladson-Billings expresses her idea of the education debt as an
accumulation of deficits that have, over time, become seemingly insurmountable. She
applies this economic debt theory to education when she further explains that when
thinking of closing an achievement gap, people are likely to blame students, their
families, and individual teachers; however, when the underachievement of black students
is considered an education debt, we must then look systemically for etiology and
resolution (Ladson-Billings, 2008). An education debt places the onus for education
reform on all members of society, rather than placing blame on those at the mercy of the
system. Ladson-Billings argues “the historical, economic, sociopolitical, and moral
decisions and policies that characterize our society have created an education debt”
(Ladson-Billings, 2006a). It allows society to focus on paying down the debt amassed at
the expense of underserved groups rather than telling them to “catch up” (LadsonBillings, 2007).
Historical Debt. The historical debt speaks to the history of public schooling for
black students with regard to pedagogy and curriculum. In the United States, the
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education of slaves was illegal. Thus, black people were forbidden to get an education
until post-Emancipation. Even in freedmen’s schools, the purpose of education was not
advancement, but the maintenance of a servant class (Ladson-Billings, 2006a).
Additionally, African American students typically went to school about four months a
year because they were needed for farm labor. These inequities set up expectations for an
achievement gap that will accumulate over time (Ladson-Billings, 2008). Further, typical
American History textbooks contain very few references to African Americans which
might include: slaves and indentured servants, Crispus Attucks, the Civil War, Harriet
Tubman, and Martin Luther King, Jr. This is problematic as it is an incomplete restorying of American history that serves to diminish the contributions and
accomplishments of black people in America (Ladson-Billings, 2003b, 2004a).
Economic Debt. The economic debt is a result of funding inequities between schools
with higher populations of black students and those with higher populations of white
students. Prior to the 1954, African American students were required to attend schools
that were “separate but equal” from white students. In 1954, the Brown decision
illuminated the fact that separate was inherently unequal as evidenced by the outdated,
dilapidated school buildings and instructional materials for black students (LadsonBillings, 2004a). Even in the 21st century, funding disparities persist and present a sadly
similar picture.
Educational funds tend to travel with white students whose schools often receive
double the amount of money per student than schools with predominantly minority
students (Ladson-Billings, 2006a, 2007, 2008). One cause of this is the lopsided formula
used to determine the amount of federal funding given to public education. Funds are
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given to school districts based on the number of poor students they enroll; however, the
amount of federal funding is tied to the amount of state and local funding provided.
Wealthier states can and do provide more money per student, so they receive more
money per student (Carey & Roza, 2008). Within states, funding is school district
funding is based on property value. If states do not provide local wealth equalization,
students in neighborhoods with higher property values can augment federal funds by as
much as 43% more than those with lower property values. The Education Law Center
(Baker, Sciarra, & Farrie, 2014) reported that the majority of states have flat or regressive
funding systems, and only 14 states show progressive patterns toward school funding
equality with regard to distribution of funds.
Students in the underfunded schools tend to attend fewer years of school that in turn
causes them to earn less money as adults (Ladson-Billings, 2006a, 2007). The persistent
underfunding and limited employment contribute heavily to the wealth deficit that over
time accumulates an economic debt.
Sociopolitical Debt. According to Ladson-Billings (2006a), “the sociopolitical debt
reflects the degree to which communities of color are excluded from the civic process.”
As slaves, blacks were by law prohibited from voting. Even following the enactment of
the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. constitution, de facto forms of exclusionary voting
practices such as poll taxes, literacy tests, and intimidation were practiced in order to
ensure the disenfranchisement of African Americans. As a result, there were very few (if
any) members of state and federal legislature to protect the interests of African
Americans (Ladson-Billings, 2007; 2006a). The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was created
to enforce the Fifteenth Amendment. It eliminated the requirement of prerequisites or
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qualifications to vote in any “Federal, State, or local election.” This Act dramatically
increased the number of voting African Americans, but fact that the amount of time that
African American people in the United States have had to participate in the voting
process and effect political change in this way has been severely limited, thus
contributing greatly to the accumulation of sociopolitical deficits. Additionally, laws
enacted to effect social change are often misconstrued or tempered in such ways that
stifle progress. Affirmative action, while it helped to create a black middle class, mostly
helped white women (Ladson-Billings, 2006a). Additionally, the aforementioned Brown
ruling was tempered by a later Brown II ruling which stated that integration must happen
at “all deliberate speed,” essentially halting the desegregation process. These issues of
limited access and silenced voices heavily contribute to the accumulation of economic
debt.
Moral Debt. The moral debt is one in which there is a disparity between what people
know is right and what they actually do (Ladson-Billings, 2006a). Ladson-Billings
(2006a) gives an example of the African American men in Tuskegee being given syphilis
by the U.S. government, and then being denied treatment after a cure was discovered.
Although blacks had been used for the “clinical material” needs of the medical profession
throughout history (Savitt, 1982), no experiment more greatly demonstrated the moral
despair of the United States than the one initiated by the U.S. Public Health Service in
1932. There was no reason to conduct this study, as one had already been completed
with the resulting belief that people with syphilis should receive treatment (King, 1992).
The reason given was the false belief that “Syphilis in the negro is in many respects
almost a different disease from syphilis in the white” (Brandt, 1978). The participants
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were not told that they were part of an experiment, but instead that they were being
treated for “bad blood”; however, the doctors conducting the study had no intention of
providing treatment for the infected men. Additionally, the men in the Tuskegee
experiment were not given penicillin when, during the study, it was discovered to cure
the disease (Jones, 1991). The moral debt owed to the victims of that experiment is
reflected in the informed consent and subsequent protocols now required for
experimental studies involving human subjects (King, 1992).
Ladson-Billings quotes President Lyndon Johnson’s 1965 address at Howard
University to apply this debt to education. “You cannot take a man who has been in
chains for 300 years, remove the chains, take him to the starting line and tell him to run
the race, and think that you are being fair.” In this address, Johnson goes on to say that
“it is not enough to open the gates of opportunity,” and calls the dismal plight of the
Negro an “American failure” (Johnson, 1965). Something must be done to atone for the
300 years of injustice. In this discussion of debts and deficits, Ladson-Billings poses the
question, “What do we owe their descendants?” How do we “pay down” this moral debt?
She begins an answer to that question with her conceptualization of culturally relevant
pedagogy.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995, p. 160) defines
culturally relevant pedagogy as a “pedagogy of opposition…specifically committed to
collective, not merely individual, empowerment” (1992). She describes that there are
three tenets of culturally relevant pedagogy: a) students must experience academic
success; b) students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and c) students
must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the
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current social order (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Teachers of African American students
must understand the “specific and unique qualities of the African American experience”
(Ladson-Billings, 2000). When this does not happen, culture becomes a euphemism for
the reasons why African American students experience academic and/or discipline
problems in school. The belief that African American “culture” is the reason that African
American students academically underachieve serves only to perpetuate the discourse of
deficiency that school failure is the same as acting black” (Ladson-Billings, 2989, 2004a,
2006b). This deficit discourse consistently and systematically reinscribes the rhetoric
that African American students are incapable of high academic achievement.
Students are less likely to fail if they feel good about both their culture and the
majority culture (Ladson-Billings, 2009). This is achieved through culturally relevant
teaching. First, students must acquire and develop academic skills. Literacy, numeracy,
technological, and political skills are all necessary for students to be active participants in
their own learning as well as in their communities (Ladson-Billings, 1995). The
acquisition and sharpening of these skills is fostered by teachers who expect and demand
academic excellence rather than sympathetically excuse low achievement. Next, students
must “be able to ‘hold their own’ in the classroom without ‘forgetting their own’ in the
community” (Ladson-Billings, 1989). It is important for students to be able to clearly
identify with and commit to African American culture while at the same time clinging to
academic excellence. Ladson-Billings expresses this tenet in her 1989 presentation for
The College Board by stating;”…it must not be assumed that school failure is the same
thing as acting black.” Finally, “students must develop a broader sociopolitical
consciousness that allows them to critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and
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institutions that produce and maintain social inequities” (Ladson-Billings, 1995). While
it is necessary for students to acquire knowledge and to unashamedly commit and
identify with their unique heritage, it is not enough. They must also recognize the
evidence of the education debt in their own communities, and become active citizens and
agents of change that can “engage the world and others critically” (Ladson-Billings,
1995).
Implications for Discourse on Educational Policy. From the inception of this
country, African Americans have received substandard access in every facet of society,
especially in education. Although treated as second-class, they are expected to perform
as well as those who have received the first-class services. African American students
must learn not just that they are first-class global citizens, that they can contribute, and
that their contributions matter. This cannot be done if that are constantly told that they
are behind in every possible way, and that they can never catch up. Discourse guided by
this ideology would include discussions about the education debt as the reason for the
application of a false deficiency model to African American students and the reason for
the persistence of the debt. It would not be influenced by the reasoning that African
American students are the cause their own academic underachievement or expect that a
competition for meager resources from the government in order to meet arbitrary
standards would even begin to close the achievement gap as does Title I of No Child Left
Behind (Ladson-Billings, 2006a). It would also include insistence on equal distribution
of resources for all students.
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Theoretical Framework
I used a Critical Race Theory (CRT) lens through which to examine and analyze these
laws. Initially an outgrowth of Critical Legal Studies (CLS), CRT developed into a way
of constructing knowledge which asserts that race is considered a social construction that
cannot be relegated to “mere illusion” just because it is fluid (Ladson-Billings, 2003a). It
demands a commitment to social justice by creating an illuminating response to the false
perception of the neutrality of dominant ideologies (Ladson-Billings, 1999; Yosso, 2005).
Critical Legal Studies
Critical Legal Studies (CLS) is a critique, a counternarrative, to the master narrative of
the idea of the American legal system as a system of legal order. The system of legal
order has four basic tenets (Trubek, 1984; Unger, 1983). The first is that the law is a
rational system that provides answers to all questions about human behavior. The second
is that legal specialists can use an objective form of reasoning to generate the answers
provided by the system. The next tenet is that the system reflects a coherent view about
relationships between people and the nature of society. The final tenet of the system of
legal order is that all social actions reflect the norms generated by this system.
Critical Legal Studies scholars base their work on four tenets which stand in
contradiction to those of legal order (Trubek, 1984). The first is indeterminacy. CLS
scholars argue that determinations of the law are made based on hegemonic principles
that perpetuate social injustice (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Antiformalism is another.
This tenet asserts that it is not possible for a legal specialist (judge, lawyer, etc.) to reach
a non-biased conclusion because no one is without personal ethics or political purposes
(Butler, 1995).

The third tenet of CLS is contradiction. The premise of this tenet is that
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legal doctrine does not reflect one coherent view, but reflects multiple often conflicting
views, none coherent enough to be dominant. Within this tenet is the idea of interest
convergence (Bell, 1980; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). This is the notion that equality of the
races can be sought as long as the result of that equality does not displease the dominant
culture. The view selected in any legal case will be the one that benefits the dominant
culture. Bell (1980) further explains that racial discrimination is viewed as wrong by
“whites” (dominant culture) as long as the elimination of the discrimination does not
denigrate their privilege. Scholars in this field believe that trying to achieve racial
equality through legal means is counterproductive because racism is institutionalized
within the legal system (Crenshaw, 1988). The final tenet of CLS is marginality. This
tenet rests on the idea that even if a consensus about the law can be reached, there is no
reason to believe, nor any way to prove that it is a decisive factor in social behavior.
Critical Race Theory
These post-Civil Rights era ideas “permeated the boundaries of legal scholarship,” and
as a result, Critical Race Theory is an outgrowth of Critical Legal Studies (Matsuda,
Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). CRT scholars employed the critique of the
hegemony of the law, and applied it to American social structures. Additionally, they
emphasized the permanence of race in American society (Bell, 1980; Cook, 1990;
Ladson-Billings, 1999). According to CRT scholars, (Yosso, 2005, Delgado & Stefancic,
2001; 2000; 1993; Ladson Billings, 2003b; 1998;), CRT is guided by the following
tenets: 1) racism is “normal, not aberrant in American society, 2) dominant ideology
prevails, and that the liberal claims of objectivity and neutrality that comprise dominant
ideology are simply masks for the self-interest, power and privilege of dominant groups,
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3) storytelling, or experiential knowledge, is a legitimate way to “integrate experiential
knowledge” and to “analyze the myths, presuppositions, and received wisdoms that make
up the common culture about race that invariably render blacks and other minorities onedown,” and 4) whites have been the primary beneficiaries of civil rights legislation.
Through this lens, race is constructed socio-historically, and is a matter of social structure
and cultural representation (Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995; Matsuda et al., 1993).
Viewed in this way, race is realized not for what it is, but for the effects it has. Research
done using a CRT lens aims to illuminate societal features as they illustrate the issues of
race, racism and power (Parker, 1998).
It is also important to note that while critical race theory is an outgrowth of critical
legal studies, several other theories have grown from it. While the black/white binary is
the most favored in America, African Americans are not the only minority subordinated
by dominant ideology. Latino/Latina critical race theory (LatCrit) draws from the tenets
of CRT, but places specific emphasis on issues such as immigration, language, culture,
and identity. These are issues that LatCrit theorists believe are ignored by traditional
CRT (Garcia, 2006; Solarzano & Bernal, 2001). Another outgrowth of CRT is tribal
critical race theory. The tenets of TribalCrit bend toward the importance of respect for
traditions and critique of the oppression by dominant culture of indigenous peoples
through colonization/imperialism (Brayboy, 2005). Asian critical raced theory seeks to
illuminate the aberrance of the subordination of Asians Americans. AsianCrit theorists
critique the perpetuation of the stereotype of Asians as “model minorities,” insisting that
this practice further isolates them from American society by pitting them against other
minorities while simultaneously inaccurately relegating Asian culture to a monolith (Liu,
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2009). Another outgrowth of CRT is White critical race theory. WhiteCrit offers a
critique of dominant culture from the perspective of the dominant culture. It is
characterized by the admission of the abuse of power, legacy of racism, and ownership of
‘whiteness’ that privileges the dominant culture in America, and the hidalguismo or “Son
of God” status claimed by white America that serves as a rationale for their imperialism
on non-white nations (Leonardo, 2002; McIntosh, P. 1988). While these outgrowths
critique CRT to an extent, they aim to enhance it. Critics of CRT aim to deconstruct it in
an effort to illuminate faults in the theory and present reasons why it should not be
employed.
Critique of Critical Theory
Randall Kennedy (1989) identifies three major flaws with the ideology of CLS and
CRT. The first is that they give too much credit to the prejudice of white academics for
the exclusion of the African American perspective. He argues there are several other
more parsimonious explanations for the absence of a larger African American
representation in academia as well as other facets of society. Kennedy attributes this to a
“pool problem”- meaning that there simply are not enough qualified African American
people to fill the positions from which they claim to be excluded. They are not qualified
because they underachieve. This underachievement may be due to structural inequalities
in society or self-limiting fears and self-doubt. Kennedy asserts that there are more
barriers to African American representation than white prejudice, and ultimately it is the
responsibility of the individual to meet socially constructed standards, no matter how
flawed the standard.
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Kennedy’s (1989) second argument is against Richard Delgado’s assertion that
minority writing about minority experience should be privileged over that of white
writers, and that minority writers are not cited enough by other writers writing about the
minority experience (Delgado, 1984). Kennedy contends that Delgado is asking
academia to cite work based on merit, but to privilege the work of minority scholars
simply because they are minorities, and their perspective is analytically superior to those
in the “white inner circle.” In essence, Delgado is asking white academics to do for
minority scholars what he does not want them to do for themselves. Kennedy further
critiques this attitude of superiority by stating that Delgado provides no comparison
between the work of minority scholars and white scholars to prove assertion; therefore, it
cannot be substantiated.
The third flaw Kennedy finds with critical theory is the unfounded privileging of
minority experiential knowledge. Here, he criticizes Matsuda’s argument that the stories
of the oppressed are “special” and “distinct” because their experiences of victimization
better equip them to analyze racism and strengthens their resolve to end it (Matsuda
(1987). Kennedy identifies the flaw with this assertion is that victims of prejudice and
oppression can also be prejudiced and oppressive. He cites examples of American free
blacks owning black slaves as well as the contention between dark-skinned blacks and
light-skinned blacks as evidence that the experience of minorities is not always that of the
victim. He further supports his argument with the claim that the assumption that all
minorities have stories of oppression “homogenizes the experience of persons of color”
(Kennedy, 1989). Kennedy states that this assumption ignores the views of blacks who
oppose race-based treatment, and encourages stereotyping. In Kennedy’s view, critical
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theories can do more harm for members of the minority than good because the tenets are
based on unfounded claims, and the methods by which data is obtained are parallel to the
oppressive behavior they aim to critique.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
“The funny thing about stories is that everyone has one.”—Michael Olivas
Context of the Problem
As recent political events have clearly illuminated (Philpot, Shaw, & McGowen,
2009), the minority population and influence is increasing rapidly, not just in politics, but
in every facet of American culture. In spite of this cultural shift, inequalities between
minorities and whites in the United States persist in earnest. Minorities, especially
Blacks, are more likely to live in poverty, have higher death rates, and make less money
than their white counterparts across all counties in the country (McLaughlin & Stokes,
2002). Additionally, minority youth consistently receive fewer educational opportunities
than their white counterparts (Kozol, 1991). It is my intention to illuminate the
dissonance between collected African American narrative and educational policy.
According to Ladson-Billings and Tate IV (1995), inequalities are a logical and
predictable result of a racialized society. They explicitly state that race is significant
factor in determining inequities in the United States (p. 48). Scholars and governmental
agencies agree that there is evidence of disproportionate academic achievement between
minority students and white students (Bali & Alvarez, 2003; National Governor’s
Association, 2005). This achievement gap, as it is commonly called, is represented by a
chasm between primary and secondary African American and Hispanic students and their
white peers on tests of reading and mathematics achievement (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2011).
It is clear that political conversations relevant to the education of black students have
been occurring for quite some time. Interestingly, much of the conversation began during
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the Nadir period with the railroad. In 1873, Catherine Brown, an African American
woman, was sued by the railroad for refusing to sit in the colored car (Railroad Co. v.
Brown , 1873). In this case, the railroad company was found at fault because it was in
violation of the terms of a Congressional grant with the provision “no person shall be
excluded from the cars on account of color.” In 1883, a similar incident happened to Ida
B. Wells, an African American Memphian. She refused to move to a different railroad
car, and was physically dragged from the train (Higginbotham, 1992). She sued the
railroad company, and won. The company appealed the ruling in the Tennessee Supreme
Court, and the ruling was overturned (Chesapeake &. c. Railroad v. Wells, 1887).
This overturned ruling contributed to Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). In this case, Homer
Plessy, an American of mixed heritage, purchased a ticket for a seat in the first class rail
car. He was denied passage in the first class car, and sued because of it. He lost all of his
pursuits in the lower courts, and eventually lost in the High Court as well (Bishop, 1977).
This landmark “separate but equal” case of the Supreme Court that legalized the
separation of Americans by race in public places because “Laws permitting, and even
requiring their separation in places where they are liable to be brought into contact do not
necessarily imply the inferiority of either race to the other.” This “separate but equal”
applied not only to railroad cars, but to movie theaters, buses, and schools.
Following this ruling, many more cases regarding the equality of separation would
make their way to the Supreme Court. Shelley et ux v. Kraemer et ux. (1948) was the
amalgamation and culmination of many such cases. The Kraemers, a White family, sued
the Shelleys, an African American family because they moved into their neighborhood
which had a neighborhood association agreement which restricted the residence of “any
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person not of the Caucasian race.” The Kraemers won in state court, but the Shelleys
appealed the matter all the way to the Supreme Court. The High Court ruled that
homeowner’s associations could create discriminatory covenants because they were
between private property owners, but state courts could not enforce them. This was a
landmark case because the implication was that the Fourteenth Amendment, which
ensures equal protection under the law to all U.S. citizens, could only be enforced by the
state in non-private matters. This case did not in any way challenge Plessy.
Many cases specifically targeting the equality of educational separateness were also
brought before the Court. In Mississippi, a Chinese family was told that they could not
send their daughter to a White school because she was not Caucasian. The Court upheld
this ruling because she was not being denied an education, and she was not being forced
to go to the colored school because her parents could choose to send her to a private
school (Gong Lum et al. v. Rice et al., 1927). However, two cases, one in Oklahoma and
the other in Texas found that separate was inherently unequal, and therefore a direct
violation of the law (McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education et al.,
1950; Sweatt v. Painter et al., 1950). The facts and reasoning for the rulings in these
cases were instrumental to the challenge of and eventual demise of “separate but equal.”
After an argument and ruling to the contrary in 1952, the Supreme Court again heard
Brown et al. v Board of Education of Topeka et al (1954), a consolidation of five cases
that challenged the constitutionality of Plessy v. Ferguson, and decided that “ in the field
of public education, the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place.”
There are several African American scholars writing about the education of African
American students during this time. W.E.B. DuBois made an apology to the graduating
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class of Howard University in 1930 for the failure to properly educate African American
students (DuBois, 1932). He identified two types of college education for the Negro:
industrial school and college. His argument was that even after the Renaissance, the
industrial school provided knowledge of how to craft things and college prepares its
students with book knowledge but no practical day-to-day knowledge. This desire for a
combinational approach to education is a different stance than he took earlier in the
century. In an earlier article, DuBois proposed that the problems befalling African
Americans were caused by a lack of a sufficiently high grade of culture, and a persistent
denial into the larger American culture (DuBois, 1898). He proposed that African
Americans should utilize the social sciences (anthropology, sociology, etc.) to study
themselves in order to come up with a solution for their poor economic condition, mental
training, and social efficiency. This apology for the inadequate education of African
Americans was made more than thirty years before Brown.
This stance, of course, was in direct opposition to Booker T. Washington’s idea that
an education in how to “live by the work of our hands” is more important. He articulates
this in his speech at the 1896 Atlanta Exposition by saying, “No race can prosper till it
learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem” (Washington,
1896). It is important to take into account this opposing view in order to illustrate that
while many agreed that the education system in place was not adequate for black
students, the ideas about how to educate black children were not monolithic, even within
the African American community.
Brown et. al v. Board of Education of Topeka, Shawnee County Kansas et al. (1951)
was met with optimism as well as trepidation. Whites and African Americans were
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largely apprehensive about their children going to school with each other because of the
long tenuous history of race relations in the United States. The goal of this ruling was to
equalize the educational opportunities and outcomes of public education for all students,
but almost as soon as it was commanded, it was thwarted by the very court that
commanded it. Brown II was argued because the public schools were not complying
with the court’s order to integrate their students. In this case, rather than establish a
timeline for integration, the Supreme Court left it up to the states to “admit to public
schools on a racially nondiscriminatory basis with all deliberate speed.” The issue here
was that “all deliberate speed” was not defined. Additionally, as the between schools
populations became more integrated, the within schools populations remained segregated
through the practice of academic tracking.
Students are academically tracked based largely on these achievement test scores.
Academic tracking, theoretically, is a system whereby students are categorized based on
interests and abilities, and are designed to help students succeed to their maximum extent
(Kershaw, 1992). The reported aim of this system is quickly called into question as
minority students, low income students, and males are overrepresented in the lower tracks
where underachievement is accepted and expected (Brown & Day, 2006; Carbonaro,
2005). Once stratified, mobility between tracks is nearly impossible (Kershaw, 1992).
Students in lower tracked groups move at a slower pace than the high track groups,
resulting in less exposure to less rigorous curriculum, and they are taught by the least
qualified and least experienced teachers in the building (Oakes, 1992). Practically, it is a
system whereby academic and social inequalities are produced and reproduced
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(Gamoran, 1992; Gamoran & Mare, 1989). Some students are predestined to succeed
and others to fail.
This relates to the previous discussion about racial segregation because minority
students are the poorest students, and they consistently score lower on tests of academic
achievement than White students. This problem is even more troubling when the one
considers that scholars such as the aforementioned Ladson-Billings, DuBois,
Washington, have continuously denounced the unequal mistreatment of minority students
and prescribed solutions, but those solutions are continuously ignored.
Research Purpose and Research Questions
Problem Statement
The perception of African American academic underachievement is often perpetuated
when the dominant discourse guiding educational policy ignores the ideologies of
African American scholars.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this critical historical discourse analysis was to illuminate how the
absence of the African American ideological counternarrative in educational policy
perpetuates the perception of African American academic underachievement. In so
doing, I purposefully and systematically juxtaposed Brown v. Board of Education of
Topeka, Kansas, A Nation at Risk, and Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act and the
African American ideologies of Derrick Bell, William H. Watkins, and Gloria LadsonBillings. This intersection took the treatment of the educational policies and the African
American ideologies a step beyond critique and discussion, and created a conversation
across the two.
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In essence, this study examined the pernicious cycle of: the perception of AfricanAmerican underachievement, the creation of educational policies that are guided by the
perception, and the role of the policies in the perpetuation of the perception of AfricanAmerican underachievement. The perception of African American student
underachievement drives the need to create educational policies that purport to mitigate
the underachievement, but instead serve to perpetuate the perception of African American
underachievement. A graphic representation of this purpose statement is included below.

Research Questions
There is one key question guiding this dissertation, and it will be supported by two
sub-questions. The key question is:
1. How would the discourse on educational policy change if it were guided by
African American ideologies?
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The two sub-questions are:
2. What are some key educational policies that have guided the education of African
American students?
3. What are some counternarratives from African Americans about these policies?
Methods of Data Collection, Analysis and Management
Because this study does not require interaction with human subjects, there is no need
to discuss the specifics of participant involvement. However, it is important to discuss
how I chose the documents for analysis, the process for analysis, the application of
historical discourse analysis to this study, and the use of procedural memos.
Data Collection
I have encountered Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954) in every
American history class I have ever taken. Each time, it has been taught as if it happened
directly after Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). I again interacted with Brown (1954) in a
graduate level sociology seminar. In this course, we historically and culturally
contextualized this ruling. We also discussed the negative implications of the ruling,
which was an idea I had never even considered because it had never been introduced.
This experience led me to the conclusion that the Brown (1954) ruling was necessary for
inclusion as a key policy to inform this study.
I came across The Chronicle of the Black Crime Cure in an internet search I did for
“prison rates of black men.” I was familiar with the name Derrick Bell from my research
on critical race theory and critical legal studies, but I did not know he wrote stories.
Upon further research, I discovered that this story was a part of a larger work that
contained nine more equally captivating stories, especially The Chronicle of the
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Sacrificed School Children. Further research on Derrick Bell led me to another of his
books, The Faces at the Bottom of the Well (Bell, 1992), which helped me to better
understand his idea of interest convergence. My research of Bell’s references led me to
numerous law journals and several instances where he overlays case law and his idea of
interest convergence. Bell uses these key ideas to re-story several court rulings such as
Brown (1954) as well as the discrimination cases brought against the University of
Michigan which informed affirmative action law. His grounding in the racial
permanence tenet of CRT and this concept of interest convergence led me to the
conclusion that his ideology would be most appropriate to juxtapose Brown v. Board of
Education of Topeka, Kansas.
I historically traced the ideas of American academic achievement and curriculum
progression, and encountered A Nation at Risk. Again, I obtained a copy of the law
through government publications, and began to read about everything wrong with the
American public education system, and the National Commission on Excellence in
Education proposed would correct it. Conversation about dismal report of the state of
American education appeared in scholarly journals as well as in the editorial sections
newspapers and subscription magazines. Opinions about the report were so divided that
government secretly commissioned a second opinion that was conducted by an energy
company quietly released in an elementary school journal. Given the highly public
nature of this report, and the cross-curricular and cross cultural conversations about A
Nation at Risk, I decided that I should include it in this study as well.
Early in my doctoral studies, my advisor recommended that I read The Black
Architects of White Education (Watkins, 2001b). In it, Watkins traces the different
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attitudes taken toward the education of African Americans as the United States grew and
its needs changed. He introduces six different approaches to the education of African
American students: functionalism, accommodationism, liberalism, Black Nationalism,
Afrocentrism, and social reconstructionism. Much of his work critiques the functionalist
and accommodationst curricula endorsed by Thomas Jesse Jones and Booker T.
Washington. He also goes so far as to say that the liberal education endorsed by W.E.B.
DuBois was not enough. I was particularly fascinated with his social reconstructionist
ideology and how it was interested in improving social welfare by encouraging students
to think critically about the world around them. Once I mined his references to
saturation, and social reconstructionism continued to appear (Watkins, 1993), I knew that
his was the appropriate ideology to juxtapose A Nation at Risk.
As an educator, the No Child Left Behind Act was imminently relevant to me. This
educational policy declared that all students would be reading on grade level by the 20122013 school year. Based on my work with students across the school district, particularly
African American students, I knew this was not going to be the case. It was then that I
decided that this law must be included in this analysis. I searched the government
publications reference section in the university library to obtain a copy of the law, and
learned that it was a re-authorization of an earlier law, the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA). Upon comparing the two, the most glaring contrast was the
length. NCLB was more than 10 times larger than ESEA. As I spent time reading this
law, I noticed that there was a great deal of focus on academic achievement and progress,
but not a very clear definition of achievement or the curriculum through which students
should progress.
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Initially, I thought the ideology of Linda Darling-Hammond would serve as the
juxtaposition for this law. After about one week of reading her research, I decided that it
was not the best fit because her research is geared more toward teaching teachers rather
than teaching students. I moved to Gloria Ladson-Billings because of her education debt
article (Ladson-Billings, 2006a). That article was assigned reading during my first class
as a doctoral student, and I found intriguing the way she contrasted deficit and debt. I
used the references in that article to find other articles she wrote and addresses she had
given, and collected data from them to discover her ideology. I also used the references
from her articles to learn more about the socio-political and historical issues that she
referenced. Her work did not reveal naiveté concerning the speed at which the debt will
be erased or the amount of cooperation that will be received from dominant culture. It
does indict those responsible for the creation and the perpetuation of the debt, and looks
for solutions that can be implemented by its victims. Ladson-Billings insisted that the
understanding the education debt was much more relevant to the education of African
American students than the achievement gap. Since Title I of No Child Left Behind did
not at all mention the education debt, I thought her ideology would be the most
appropriate juxtaposition.
Analysis
I used a critical comparative discourse analysis to analyze the documents used in this
study. This is a critique and juxtaposition of discourse about a particular topic, as well as
the manifestations of their intersection. This methodological approach is a hybridization
of discourse analysis, and critical discourse analysis.
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Discourse Analysis. Discourse analysis is interested in how the details of language
are used to set specific social activities and identities in motion (Gee, 1999). One tenet of
discourse analysis is that language (semiotic and linguistic) is everywhere, and is always
political. This means that it is always the intention of language to influence how social
commodities are or should be distributed (Fairclough, 2003). In this instance, social
commodities are anything that a group of people believes to be a source of power (status,
academic intelligence, wealth, etc.) (Gee, 1999). Another tenet of this type of analysis is
that language only has meaning when put into practice. This idea is one of
constructionism. The meanings of texts, words, images, structures, etc. are created
through interaction (Fairclough, 2005; Gee, 1999; Stede, 2011). To this end, the
researcher selects a piece of data (discourse) that is both interesting and will speak to or
illuminate the identified issue or question. Next, the researcher identifies a reasonable
amount of the data to analyze. Once this is done, analysis is conducted by identifying
key words and phrases, determination of the meaning of those key words and phrases
within the context of the document and also within the context of any other information
gathered about when the data was occurred (Gee, 1999).
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Critical discourse analysis researchers are
interested in the way discourse (re)produces the power abuse of one group over another
and how the dominated group responds to the abuse. Critical discourse analysis (CDA)
aims to de-mystify or trouble ideas of power through systematic investigation of semiotic
and linguistic data (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). The difference then between discourse
analysis and CDA is that CDA not only analyzes the discourse, but also illuminates
structures of power underlying the discourse and how they influence the interpretation
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and the manifestation of the discourse. CDA is interested in the elucidation of ideologies,
and how their “latent” or “hidden” meanings appear as neutral (Wodak & Meyer, 2009;
van Dijk, 1997). A specific consideration in CDA data analysis is the language use of
those in power, and how that language is used structurally to perpetuate the existence of
inequalities, discrimination, and power control (Wodak & Meyer, 2009).
In addition to providing a definition for CDA, Wodak and Meyer (2009) also provide
a framework for the methodological process. Theory is the engine that drives the entire
process. From the theory, theoretical concepts, relations, and assumptions are selected
and defined. Next, the procedures for data collection are defined, and carried out.
Finally, the collected data is interpreted and examined according to the theory that was
chosen. The visual representation of this process is included below. I patterned my
analysis after this model by using each category: Theory, Operationalization,
Discourse/Text and Interpretation as the steps through which to define, collect, and
analyze my data.
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Theory. I used Critical Race Theory (CRT) to guide the assumptions in this study.
The tenets of CRT are: 1) Racism is normal in American society, 2) Storytelling is a
legitimate way to “integrate experiential knowledge,” 3) The legal system is complicit in
the slow process toward the elimination of the racism; however, large “sweeping
changes” are necessary, and 4) Whites have largely been the beneficiaries of civil rights
legislation (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2003). Consideration for
how themes and ideologies emerge and are treated were made using this lens.
Operationalization. In my analysis, I identified the key themes and ideas that
appeared across document for each scholar, and analyzed the scholars’ treatment of them.
I then wrote down the key ideas, general themes, and patterns, and coded them as they
occurred within and across documents (Rogers, 1999). Although I took scholar
recommendations from my advisor and used those from previous research, I ensured the
fidelity and appropriateness of the scholars I chose by investigating institutional,
organizational, and professional affiliations that might have influenced the purposes and
outcomes of their research. From there, questions I considered the following: Does this
work contribute to the master narrative or the coutnernarrative? What other works does
this work reference? What does this work say about this idea that no other work has said?
All of this analysis was done within the context of this study’s purpose statement in order
to determine the relevance and contribution of the document to this study (Yudkin, 2006).
Discourse/Text. The text for analysis will be the three educational policies present in
the literature review, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, A Nation at Risk:
The Imperative for Education Reform, and Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act of
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2001. The African American ideologies were those of Derrick Bell, William H. Watkins,
and Gloria Ladson-Billings.
Interpretation. For analysis and interpretation, I wrote analytic memos containing my
comments, thoughts, and questions about the resources I read. Those memos were
written directly on the documents when possible, or organized categorically in notebooks
when it was not. My ideas included: the appearance of emergent themes across
documents for each scholar, the appearance/absence of themes across documents for each
scholar, and the similarities and differences of theme treatment between the
counternarrative and the master narrative. This specific juxtaposition and critique is what
distinguished this study as a critical comparative discourse analysis.
This type of analysis was most appropriate to this study because the aim is to
illuminate the voices of the marginalized. While identifying the key themes and ideas, I
considered what was said, how it was said, and also what was not said. In so doing, I my
aim was to further illustrate the contrast between the master narrative and the
counternarrative in the discourse about the perception of the academic underachievement
of African American students.
It is important to note here that in order for analysis to be critical, it must also be
understood that knowledge is local and partial (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). This idea is
particularly relevant to this study because it is limited to three laws, and only the African
American minority. This research was done with the knowledge that there are many
different minority groups in America, and that, including the African American
community, none is a monolith.
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Management
I used procedural memos to record my journey to and through the documents I
analyzed. These memos served as a road map for how I arrived at the documents, what I
did once I got them, and how I made the connections from one to the other. They also
provided a place for me to record where I ended each session, and what ideas I had to
build on my research for the next session. Additionally, memoing provided a way for me
to discover my ideas about the data as well as provide a record of my research and the
process by which I arrived at my conclusions (Charmaz, 2006).
Subjectivity
It is important to note that I did not arrive at this research haphazardly. Many things
have happened in my life that have made me question the treatment of minorities in
American and the consistently unequal educational out comes for African American
students. As the African American daughter of African American parents who grew up
below the poverty line, the stories I heard about being poor and Black in Memphis in the
1960s and 1970s left me wondering how in the world they made it out alive.
As a proud product of the Memphis public school system, I realize that even though I
had White classmates, I had no White friends, and I never thought about it until it was
brought to my attention by an outsider. I experienced blatant racism for the first time in
undergraduate school at the hands of a Chinese American classmate, and wondered who
taught him to hate himself. Then, I completed an assignment in which I was to look up
the words ‘black’ and ‘white in the dictionary, and I knew.
As an African American doctoral student, I learned that great white sharks are the
result of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, and that those sharks followed the slave ships
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because the dead bodies thrown overboard provided them a steady diet. Additionally,
that migratory pattern is still embedded in those sharks’ DNA (Rediker, 2007). I
wondered if sharks, one of the most primitive animals on the planet, are still this heavily
affected by the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, what must it have done to humans?
Finally, as an African American teacher, I have witnessed African American students,
my students, consistently picked on and picked over by White teachers. I have seen them
set up to fail with irrelevant assignments and impossible culture clashes. And I have seen
my students powerless to help themselves. My desire to effect change for these, my
students, drives my research.
Implementation
Writing/Revising Literature Review- August 2013-ongoing
Dissertation Proposal Defense- March 2014
Results/Composing Creative Analytic Practice- March 2014-October 2014
Dissertation Defense- November 2014
Representation
I used Creative Analytic Practice (CAP) to represent my data. The goals of CAP are
to reflect experiences in ways that represent their personal and social meanings (Parry &
Johnson, 2007). This type of representation allowed for multi-vocal “telling of the story”
and critical representations of my research. The idea of shifting positions integrates
interpretation, data, and analysis and also challenges the writer and readers to consider
viewpoints that exceed personal understandings (Lather & Smithies, 1997; Richardson,
1994).
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In this study, I collected and analyzed three key pieces of educational policy, the
discourse around those policies, and juxtaposed the themes that emerged with those that
emerge from the analysis of the educational ideologies of Derrick A. Bell, William H.
Watkins, and Gloria Ladson-Billings. My aim was to use take the key concepts from the
ideologies of these scholars and use them as a means to illustrate my understanding of the
hegemony based educational policies as well as to demonstrate my understanding of how
the marginalization of these key concepts has contributed to the perpetuation of
perception of African American academic underachievement.
Using the information I gathered from the educational policies I selected as well the
ideologies of Bell, Watkins, and Ladson-Billings, I illuminated the themes that emerged
from both the educational policy and African American educational ideologies,
contextualized them based on the ways in which they were situated in the literature, and
created a short story, a minority report, and a speech, as if they were written by Bell,
Watkins, and Ladson-Billings using their own educational ideologies. I chose to
represent them this way as they mimicked the writing styles of each of the scholars.
No new data was generated for the purpose of analysis in this study as there was
much data yet to be mined for discourse relevant to the perceived underachievement of
African American students. I brought to the foreground the discourse that has been
intentionally marginalized in an effort to add them to the stories “everyone has.” In so
doing, I amplified the counternarrative that illuminates the false perception of neutral
dominant ideologies as they relate to African American educational underachievement.
This style of representation allowed for multiple ways of knowing because I
communicated the complexity of the themes uncovered in my analysis by presenting
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alternate, illuminating, culturally relevant representations of the purportedly harmless
educational policies. As such this seemed the most appropriate choice for the
representation of this critical comparative discourse analysis. Represented in this way,
the results of my research do not do what I aim to critique: silence the voices of the
marginalized.
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Chapter 4
Results
“It ain’t growin. It’s dyed/died.”
--Nan-Nan
Introduction
In what follows, I have taken the key concepts from the educational ideologies of
Derrick Bell, William H. Watkins, and Gloria Ladson-Billings and used creative analytic
practice (CAP) to fashion them in a way that represents my understanding of the
hegemony of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, A Nation at Risk, and
Title I of No Child Left Behind. The goals of CAP are to reflect experiences in ways that
represent their personal and social meanings (Parry & Johnson, 2007). This type of
representation allowed for me to present a multi-vocal “telling of the story.” I have also
written these representations to demonstrate my knowledge of the African American
counternarrative, and how its marginalization has contributed to the perpetuation of the
perception of African American academic underachievement.
The first piece is a short story, written in Derrick Bell’s Afro-Fantasy style, about the
necessity of interest convergence in order for African Americans to gain any measure of
social justice. The second piece uses the technical writing style of William H. Watkins to
express the opinion of the minority with regard to appropriate high school curriculum
orientations. The final piece is a speech a la Gloria Ladson-Billings written for teachers
from the viewpoint of an outsider interested in the culture of African American students
and solutions for amelioration of the education debt.

103

Harmony/Hominy
Inspired by Derrick Bell
The ideology of Derrick Bell has led me to conclude that every socio-political decision
in the United States is made with the best interest of dominant culture in mind. In some
cases, the interests of dominant culture and the culture they have subordinated appear to
merge. This phenomenon is called interest convergence. Derrick Bell writes stories to
make his ideas accessible to the masses, not just to those in the ivory tower. In this short
story, I have written about Harmony, an eager young law student excited about her
chance to change history to demonstrate the key idea that any socio-political solution
beneficial for African Americans- particularly those involving the education and
empowerment- is only viable if it does not threaten white privilege. The main character,
Harmony, is what I imagine a young Geneva Crenshaw (Bell’s heroine) would have been
like.
It all starts with a lye/lie.
Put that sweet corn in a lye/lie made from the ashes of something dead.
And let it soak ‘til the seed die/dye.
Then it start to swell up. Get so big its skin can’t even hold it.
Nothin’ on the inside, just that lye/lie on the outside. Make it get so big it don’t even
recognize itself. But it ain’t growin’.
It’s dyed/died.
That’s how you get hominy/harmony.
--Nan-Nan
The night before her oral exams, Harmony felt ready. Fact of the matter is, Harmony
always felt ready. She had known since she heard Nan-Nan’s story when she was six
years old that she wanted to be a civil rights attorney. She had different ideas about how
to help her people, and if her four years at Jefferson Davis taught her anything, it was that
integration was not it. She further developed her theory when she went to the state
college up the road. That’s also when she started using her middle name- to aid in her
quest to set herself apart. She worked extra hard to make it into that law school in Baton
Rouge. Her experiences on that campus, with her people, confirmed her theory: The fact
that separate is inherently unequal does not mean that together is inherently equal.
Harmony glanced at her phone for the time, smiling at Nina Simone on her lock screen.
Zero seven hundered comes early when you go to bed at midnight.
“Nineteen fifty-four. Much earlier than usual,” she thought out loud as she stood with the
intent to stretch her legs, and get a glass of water before she glanced at her notes one
more time and went to bed. Before she could take the first step, something happened.
She closed her eyes and experienced something she would later describe as a feeling of
weightlessness.
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When her eyes opened, Harmony was still in the clothes she had worn to court earlier in
the day- a royal blue blouse with her pink and red sorority pin neatly fastened to the
collar and a peplum embellishment toward the waist, a black pencil skirt, with bare legs
and a pair of 4 inch DK heels, black with gold embellishments. She was sensible yet
stylish, and standing in the middle of what looked to be a very old, well-kept library.
When Harmony turned around and saw the white man sitting at the modest oak table in
the dark gray suit with brown plaid vest and long greased pompadour, she knew what had
happened. She had read every one of Geneva’s chronicles as a first year law student,
and, since high school, had considered Dana Franklin’s adventure between 1970’s
California and antebellum Maryland the best piece of writing she had ever read. It was
her turn. Always ready, Harmony waited for the man to realize her presence before
attempting to discover the specific purpose of this visit.
Wesley A. Spencer, esquire, sat at a table in the office library. “Tomorrow is a big day,”
he thought. Spencer was putting the finishing touches on a closing argument for a
decades long battle. Assistant State Attorney General Wilson was counting on him to
complete this unusual task: Make sure we lose this one.
As he agonized over every word, he suddenly got the feeling that he was being watched.
He looked up to find a very strange-looking colored woman staring down at him. Wesley
jumped up. He knocked over his coffee cup, spilling its contents just before hitting the
table with his knee, sending all of the brown-stained books and papers tumbling to the
floor. He clung to the wall behind him, staring in disbelief at the statuesque, brown
woman that must surely be an apparition.
Harmony continued looking at the slight, white man, and gave him an amused, half-smile
before speaking and moving to set the table to rights.
“Looks like you could use a hand here, Mr…?” she said, as she handily flipped the table
back on its legs and began gathering the wet papers, searching them for a clue as to why
she was there.
“Who are you lady?” Spencer asked, terrified, “You’d better not be one of those crazy,
colored people from outside with those signs! I have a job to do, and I mean to do it!”
“I assure you, Mr….what did you say your name was?” Harmony asked.
“Spencer. Wesley Spencer. As if you didn’t already know. You get out of here before I
call the law.” Spencer yelled, more angry now than scared.
“Right. Mr. Spencer. My name is Corenne Harmony Crowe, Harmony. And I can
assure you, Mr. Spencer, that I am not…how did you put it…one of those crazy, colored
people from outside, and, from the looks of these arguments, you are not trying to do
your job. As a matter of fact, it looks like you’re trying to do the exact opposite.”
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Spencer had gathered his bearings, and stared in disbelief at the woman. He walked
toward her, removed his work from her hands, and continued staring, trying to place
where he’d seen her before.
“And just what qualifies you to make that judgment, Ms. Corenne Harmony Crowe,
Harmony?” he asked.
“We’re on the same side, Mr. Spencer. You may not believe this, but I’m from about
sixty years in the future. I’m taking oral exams tomorrow, and the bulk of my argument
is why I believe a victory for you and your team would have yielded a better result for
African Americans than what actually transpired.”
“So we did it!” Spencer smiled, sat, and continued to re-organize his work on worn oak
table.
Harmony’s eyes narrowed, “You mean, you’re writing this garbage on purpose?” She
moved a chair from a small desk that sat in a corner. She placed it on the side of the table
opposite the barrister and sat, arms folded, legs crossed, and eyes shooting daggers at Mr.
Wesley A. Spencer, esquire.
Spencer’s eyes widened, ever so slightly, and then his face returned to that courtroom
stare, “I’d hardly call it garbage, Ms. Crowe. It’s this garbage that’s going to get you
people what you’ve been whining about since you’ve been here.”
“Hardly,” Harmony spat, “I’ve got some key evidence I’m willing to share with you, and
if you’ll just listen, you’ll see that it benefits us all.”
“Entertain me,” Spencer replied, sitting back in his chair, returning the half-smile he
received not 10 minutes earlier.
“Ok. Education. You can see that we have capable teachers. Just look at the ones at
King. They are highly trained and despite being under-resourced, they still manage to
teach the poorest children and make significant differences in the community. Our
training has taught us to build our own schools. Save your money and improve your
own. Hear us cry no more of the worn, outdated furniture and books. We have our own
rich language, history, and culture from which to draw. Leave us.”
“Well, at first reading, that sounds like a winning situation for us all. However, this
drastically reduces our ability to control your knowledge base. If you teach your people
to think for themselves, they will no longer allow us to think for them. Once this
happens, they will no longer believe that what’s best for us is what’s always what’s best
for them. You all will begin to uncover multiple truths about what we insist is absolute.
Can’t you see how that would undermine our power? No can do, Ms. Crowe.”
Unshaken, Harmony continued, “What about employment? Let us establish and maintain
our own businesses-especially in our own neighborhoods. That would really be in your
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best interest. We could stock the corner stores with affordable, nutritious options, and
you wouldn’t have to follow us around your supermarkets and shopping malls expecting
us to steal. We could work in a consortium. Sell products from black merchants in black
businesses, and eventually have our own supermarkets and shopping malls. This would
increase our self-sufficiency and decrease our need (which you so despise) to depend on
the government for our basic needs…you know…food, clothing, housing. Leave us.”
Spencer shook his head, “This will also not work for us, Ms. Crowe. How will we keep
your minds repressed and ripe for control, not to mention your bodies, if you are
receiving the proper nutrition? We need other minorities in your neighborhoods selling
over-priced, imported goods. Not only do we make a profit on the tariff we charge on the
imports, but also on the markup and taxes they charge you. It makes us rich. It also
misguides your anger toward the store owners. You all actually share a common
condition, but if you knew that, you all would rightly direct your anger at us. We can’t
have that, now can we?”
Not yet willing to acquiesce, she pressed on, “Let us govern and police ourselves. That
will certainly increase the personal responsibility you claim we so desperately lack. Why
do you even care what crimes and injustice happen in our communities? Save your
manpower for your communities. That way you can protect your precious women and
children who are constantly under threat. Leave us.”
“You would have me out of a job, Ms. Crowe? Why would we need lawyers if there is
no one to prosecute, no one to defend? This also goes back to the control of black bodies
we spoke of earlier. How can we control them if we can’t legislate them? And those
threats to our women and children…If we can’t blame your men for the corruption of
their innocence, then we just might have to start looking at ourselves.”
“How will you justify this?” replied Harmony, placing her hands on the table, and leaning
in toward Spencer, “I can leave here right now, and although my clothes may look a little
different for the day, they’ll see right past them. They’ll see my eyes, my hair, my lips,
and most importantly, my heart. They know what’s best for them, and they’ll know I
know it, too. How then do you propose to win them- without reservation- to your side?”
“That’s easy, Ms. Crowe,” Spencer retorted, learning toward Harmony in similar fashion,
“The same way you proposed. I’ll use you.”
“That’s rich,” Harmony sneered. She sat back, waiting for his explanation. He obliged.
“Oh isn’t it?” Spencer relaxed in his seat, crossed his arms, and continued, “Perfect little
product of integration. With your fancy clothes, your high-fallutin’ words, your haircurly and kept. Oh! And let’s not forget- your tenacious heart. You look just like them.
Descendant of sharecroppers. Worked the Garland land just up the road. Harvested corn,
right, Co-renne? Nan-Nan near gave birth to mama standing in the middle of that
shotgun kitchen making lye for hominy. Mama heard that story so many times she made
sure you would be different. ”
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Corenne stared stunned, but listening. Wesley continued.
“Greased your shoes every night and your hair every morning, just before she walked you
to that bus stop to send you across town to Jefferson Davis. Even when all of your
friends and neighbors went to King, just 10 minutes walking distance from your front
door. From Kindergarten until you crossed that stage with honors in twelfth grade. You
both knew it was hard, but it paid off in the end, didn’t it? Magna Cum Laude, Master’s
in Public Health, and soon to be Juris Doctorate. Go on out there, Mizz Corenne
Harmony Crowe. Show them what they can become.”
Corenne stood, and in the same manner that she arrived- she disappeared.
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National Commission on Excellence in Education Minority Report:
Our Nation will continue to be At Risk
Inspired by William H. Watkins
After reading the work of William H. Watkins, it was confirmed for me that African
Americans were intentionally omitted in the construction of the United States education
system. I also discovered that education reform happens with African Americans as an
afterthought because they were not intended to be included anyway. The curriculum
orientation proposed in A Nation at Risk is no different in that it treats students as a
monolith. It is clear to me that that there is not only a lack of respect for individual
student need, there is a disrespect of student culture. I wrote this minority report in the
precise, technical style of William H. Watkins to respect the need for multiple truths by
presenting a different truth about the educational needs of African American students
based on the idea that they have rich and unique cultural and educational heritages that
must be acknowledged when constructing the curricula to guide their learning. Also, the
curriculum is constructed using Watkins’ social reconstructionist ideological demand
that education be used as a means toward social justice. Additionally, there has never
been a minority report written for A Nation at Risk, and it is about time.
In 1981, the Honorable, T.H. Bell, Secretary of Education, commissioned a team of
“experts” to assess the state of education in this country. The National Commission on
Excellence in Education was given eight specific charges and eighteen months to respond
to them with “practical recommendations for educational improvement” (United States
National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). During this time, the
Commission consulted: papers commissioned from experts on a variety of educational
issues; focus groups with administrators; teachers, students, and other interested parties;
existing analyses of problems in education; letters from concerned citizens; and
descriptions of notable/promising programs in order to complete their report to the
Secretary.
After compiling all of the data gained from this research, the Commission concluded
in a 1983 report that America is a nation at risk of losing its global standing because there
is no strong public commitment to excellence and education. Several broad themes
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including: increased illiteracy, decreased standardized test scores, a decline in higher
order thinking skills, and increased cost for remedial education and training were
indicated as “risk factors.” The Commission finally made several recommendations, one
of which called for a standardized high school curriculum in which all students receive
the same pre-selected knowledge in an effort to provide “the foundation of success” postschool endeavors (United States National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983).
In 1992, Sandia National Laboratories published a report designed to “elucidate key
issues in education” (Sandia, 1992). The results of this work include data that suggests
decreases in high school drop-out rate, improving SAT scores for minority students, an
increase in the number of computer science degrees awarded, and that the increase in the
nation’s spending on education is resulting in slightly improving performance. The
findings of this study clearly refute many of the claims made in T.H. Bell’s 1983 report.
These researchers also make several recommendations, including: upgrading the quality
of educational data and improving the performance of minority and urban students, and
identify a lack of consensus of appropriate educational goals as one barrier to
improvement (Sandia 1992).
A Nation at Risk was commissioned out of concern that “something is seriously
remiss in our educational system” (United States National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983). Sandia challenged the results of the A Nation at Risk study, and made
recommendations for future study. I intend to argue that the charges given to the
National Commission on Excellence in Education were misguided; therefore, the
recommendations made, with particular regard to the high school course of study, were at
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best inappropriate for black students and most probably harmful. Finally, I will propose a
social reconstructionist high school curriculum which does not ignore “subordinate
matters” and allows more students, specifically black students, to both access and
influence all things curricular as well as those things traditionally considered postsecondary and/or extracurricular.
Challenging the Charges
In 1981, Secretary of Education, T.H. Bell gave his eighteen member Commission an
eight point task. The Commission specifically mentioned six of the tasks in their report.
They were to:
Assess the quality of teaching and learning in our Nation’s public and private
schools, colleges, and universities
Compare American schools and colleges with those of other advanced nations
Study the relationship between college admissions requirements and student
achievement in high school
Identify educational programs which result in notable student success
Assess the degree to which major social and educational changes in the last
quarter century have affected student achievement; and
Define problems which must be faced and overcome if we are to successfully to
pursue the course of excellence in education
These charges given by Secretary Bell encompass two broad categories: 1)
Curriculum content and 2) Barriers to student learning. He makes no mention of the
context of the content or barriers. We have long known that a central purpose of our
education system is to maintain and transmit dominant culture. In any assessment of
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the American public education system, we must first acknowledge that it was not
created to include black students. Only then can we admit that any reform of the
current system can at best for them produce marginal gains. Any genuine look at
public education reform must start with the acceptance of this premise.
The current curriculum portrays African and African American people as mostly
savage and barbaric. Students are taught that white men have exclusive rights to
valor, groundbreaking discoveries, and revolutionary thought. Also, the Commission
was charged to assess “major social and educational changes in the last quarter
century.” This implies that the only social changes that currently affect education
happened between 1958 and now. I could go on about all of the “major social and
educational changes” that happened before 1958, but will say only this: The Brown
et al. v. Board of Education of Topeka et al. case was decided by the U.S. Supreme
Court on May 17, 1954 which overturned its 1896 decision of Plessy v. Ferguson.
Toward a Social Reconstructionist Curriculum
Because of the misguidedness of the charges given to the National Commission on
Excellence in Education, they posited an equally misguided approach to high school
curriculum. Had the Commission been given appropriate charges within genuine context,
they may have proposed a curriculum better suited to meet the needs of all students
where they are. I contend that every high school student should not take the same classes
any more than every adult have the same profession. It is important for students to
identify the realities in their communities, question these realities, and become agents for
positive social change. All high school experiences should be an outgrowth of this
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concept of social consciousness. With this concept at the center, I propose the following
high school curriculum:
Each year, students take just one class. What have traditionally been known as “core
classes” are embedded in the social study. Every element of history, mathematics,
science, and Language Arts is studied and applied as it relates to the social institutions
and issues with which the students engage. In this seminar format, student experiences
are facilitated by a team of highly skilled teachers/mentors who instruct and guide the
students through their individual processes. The curriculum outline is presented in terms
of year for ease of understanding. It will certainly become necessary for students to learn
with those outside of their year in school. That will be not only be permitted, but
encouraged. Activism is not constrained or hurried by age. It should also be noted that
this curriculum was designed to fit within the traditional structure of a school year;
however, should a different structure prove advantageous it should be used.
One final note about the curriculum, it should serve as just that: a curriculum.
Specific course syllabi including: instructional methods, decisions about where
instruction takes place, how much time is spent on which concepts, when a student needs
acceleration or remediation, etc. should be determined by the practitioners. The teachers,
mentors, parents, and students that will be doing the work know what the work should
look like better than anyone else. The expectation that every student must learn and care
about the same things at the same pace would be counter to this revolutionary educational
reconstruction. This curriculum is designed so that every student will gain conceptual
understanding and knowledge of the way systems work, and to provide a concrete way
for students to learn from, improve, and enrich their communities.
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A Curriculum Redefined
Year 1- Survey of Social Institutions
Students will engage in a year-long study of social institutions. During this year,
students will analyze the structure and function of major U.S. social institutions (i.e.
healthcare, education, politics, employment, etc.). This will be done through community
based learning. Students will volunteer at a various community organizations of their
choosing that serve different institutions. Also during this time, students should conduct
participant and non-participant observations, as well as volunteer their services when
appropriate.
Year 2- Seminar in Social Problems
Students will focus their studies on a social issue that they believe presents a need to
be addressed in their community. They will analyze the structure and function of the
issue, and its relationship to one or more social institutions. In Year 2, students’
community based learning will focus specifically on this social issue and how it is
addressed in their community. Students will begin work with a program or work to
design a program that specifically addresses the need they have identified.
Year 3- Social Seminar- Independent Study I
Students will study through the community-based organization that will most
appropriately address the community need that they have identified. They will work
closely with their teachers and mentors to find or implement the program that will make
the most impact to toward addressing the need they have identified in their community.
Additionally, Year 3 students will serve as apprentices to one of their teachers in the
guidance of Year 1 and Year 2 students. They will also work closely with their circle of
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support that may include: members of their community organization as well as their
teachers and mentors to design their post-secondary transition plan.
Year 4- Social Seminar- Independent Study II
Students should be fully immersed in the programs they have either selected or
designed. They also continue to apprentice with their teachers. Year 4 students should
also mentor a Year 1 student. In this their final year of high school, students, along with
their circle of support, will work through their post-secondary transition plan and set
goals for continued community activism.
This task of curriculum reform will be many things, and I am the first to acknowledge
that easy is not one of them. It will be a monumental task to locate and/or train the
caliber of teacher/mentors necessary to facilitate this type of learning and growth. There
is also the challenge of finding community agencies not only willing to open their doors
so widely to the public school system, but to also allow them to investigate expose their
shortcomings- even with the intent to implement lasting, positive change. Finally, and
perhaps the most daunting task of all, we must somehow convince the members of the
dominant culture that this education system designed to improve the lives of black people
will improve America- not destroy it.
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2014 Memphis Public Schools End of Year Teacher Celebration
Inspired by Gloria Ladson-Billings
I have known for quite some time that an achievement gap exists between African
American students and white students. I have read studies that examine in which areas
African Americans lag behind, how far they lag behind in each area, and how long they
have been lagging behind, and have talked about it at great lengths. Until reading
Gloria Ladson-Billings, I did not know that any serious research existed that examined
why African Americans lag behind outside of the deficit model. It is also very rare for me
to encounter any meaningful attempts to remedy the cause of the situation other than
strangers (inappropriately) trying to “fix” the students. In this I speech I have written, I
place the blame for the perception of African American underachievement on the
education debt where it belongs. I also bring forward the need for culturally relevant
pedagogy by celebrating the accomplishments and industry of needlessly underresourced African American students and their teachers rather than admonish their
deficiencies. I believe that if Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings came to Memphis, that is
exactly what she would do.
What an honor it is to stand before you today. I’ve spent many years inside public
schools, and I can say with much certainty that there is no bigger celebration than the
party teachers organize to commemorate the end of the school year. I know that you are
all ready to start enjoying your summer vacation, so the idea that you would even request
a keynote speaker is remarkable. The reality that you chose me is humbling. Thank you.
I’ve spent some time now espousing my theory about the achievement gap vs. the
education debt. We hear so much about the large difference in academic achievement
between poor and minority students and their white peers. This gap, I contend, is the
result of an education debt. Simply stated, minority students have been economically,
socio-politically, historically, and morally deprived since this country’s inception, with
particular regard to education. It is no wonder then that minority students appear
“disadvantaged,” “under-achieving,” “left behind,” or any other euphemism you wish.
As with many other metropolitan cities, Memphis is a microcosm of this phenomenon.
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Memphis, Tennessee. A big, little city- I was told. During my time here in this city
on the river, I’ve experienced chocolate delicacies on the rooftop of one of the nation’s
finest hotels and finger-licking dry rub in a dark alley basement. I’ve witnessed Blue
CRUSH in Paradise (the Paradiso) and black gates at a pink palace. I was fortunate
enough to tour one of the country’s most beautiful, old, private, liberal arts college
campuses as well as visit with some very bright young fourth and fifth grade students at
an elementary school not two blocks away. Big? Maybe. Little? Perhaps. Contrasting?
Definitely. It was the last pairing, the one between the liberal arts college and the
elementary school- specifically the experiences I had with those beautiful, young children
and educators on Hollywood Avenue that revealed the sharpest contrast.
How fortunate you are to have such brilliant young minds to motivate. I walked into
one classroom where the students were constructing something called “drawbots” using
flair pens, Dixie cups, and AA batteries…among other things. They were working in
little communities (not competition against arbitrary standards), making plans, sharing
ideas, and figuring things out. They were even gracious enough to slow down long
enough to explain the physics to an old-head like me. I observed a class where the
teacher read a book about eagles who thought they were chickens. The students then
engaged in a fascinating Socratic seminar about “Who knows what’s best for me?” In a
music class, the students listened to a gone-too-soon urban poet muse about where he
would live in heaven. They were then encouraged to use their language to create “the
only place that’s right for them.” Wow!
Such talent you’ve been gifted to nurture. I say that you are fortunate, but the city of
Memphis is also fortunate- Fortunate to have teachers like you. Dreamkeepers. Teachers
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who understand that “economically disadvantaged” does not mean you’re always looking
for a handout. Teachers who understand that as we race to the top, resources often trickle
to the bottom. So while we work to close the achievement gap, we also have to chip
away at the economic debt by using crowdfunding campaigns and box tops to obtain our
Dixie cups and AA batteries. Dreamkeepers. Teachers who understand that curriculum
goes far beyond the latest textbook adoption and encompasses everything a child has the
opportunity to learn. Yes, it is good to listen to your teachers because they can help you
finish school, become a good citizen, increase graduation rates, close that achievement
gap. While we’re at it, let’s use this election year to narrow that sociopolitical debt by
engaging students in meaningful conversations about citizenship by helping them to ask
and answer the right questions. How do we know what we know? Whose knowledge is
it? Why does this matter? Dreamkeepers. Teachers who understand that the denigration
of student culture only perpetuates student failure and thus broadens the achievement
gap, so they choose to embrace and elevate the culture, language, and values of their
students by allowing them to use their art to express a universal concept. In so doing,
they make headway toward the elimination of the historical debt thrust upon their
students before they even entered school.
All of this just two blocks away from a private, liberal arts college with nearly a $300
million endowment. Such juxtaposition. Many of the elementary students didn’t know
what “all of those big buildings” were. Sure they’d seen people come and go, and from
outside the secure, wrought iron fence, the occasional football game being played, but
they’d seen football on T.V. No big deal. How do we reconcile the fact that this top tier
college is taking up space in the neighborhood of these bright, promising young people,
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and they have no access? Not enough is being done to let them know not only that they
can attend, but that they have the right to attend. Who answers for this?
Who would’ve thought that the home of the “Superhub” could also harbor the poorest
ZIP code in the nation? Until this visit, I never imagined how perfectly imperfect one
place could be. Memphis, Tennessee. A big, little city? Perhaps. A place with
remarkable teachers doing phenomenal work with very bright students? Definitely.
You’ve come a long way Memphis with a long road ahead of you. Continue teachers, to
be just what you are. Dreamkeepers.
Thank you for your indulgence this evening. Enjoy your summer.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations for Future Research
This study sought to determine how the discourse on educational policy would change
if it were guided by African American ideologies. The discourse on educational policy
does not consider African American ideologies. It is steeped in the idea that the best
interest of dominant culture is the best interest of the marginalized. It does not allow for
the multiple truths that would include the acknowledgement of African Americans as
relevant and necessary in the United States from its beginning to present day, and hinges
on the pseudo-science that African Americans are naturally inferior and can never match
whites’ academic achievement. This belief is reinscribed throughout the discourse,
ensuring the perpetuation of the perception of African American academic
underachievement.
In this chapter, I will discuss the major conclusions regarding how discourse on
educational policy would change if it were guided by African American ideologies, the
implications of the conclusions, and the recommendations for future research based on
the findings of the study.
Conclusions
Acknowledgement of the Privilege of Racism. Discourse on educational policy
must begin with the acknowledgement of the privilege that racism affords white people in
the United States. The ideologies of Derrick Bell, William H. Watkins, and Gloria
Ladson-Billings all support this conclusion. Bell’s interest conversion insists that no
sociopolitical decision is made in the United States without first determining the
decision’s benefit to dominant culture. Even when legislation, such as affirmative action,
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is passed to mitigate the effects of racism, it is disciplined when it poses a perceived
threat to white supremacy. Watkins’ curriculum orientations were born of a need to teach
African American children not to hate themselves. In traditionally designed curricula,
students are taught that everything good and worthwhile comes from white men while the
contributions of African scholars are largely ignored or attributed to white scholars in the
interest of preserving white supremacy. The education debt as described by LadsonBillings accrued as a result of dominant culture oppressing African American people
across social institutions in order to maintain their privileged social status.

It was

important for white people to generate and perpetuate the “truth” that African Americans
people are inherently inferior to white people, and therefore are the cause of their own
subordination. These injustices could not continue were the discourse guided by AfricanAmerican ideologies.
Focus on the Attainment of Social Justice. It must continue with a focus on social
justice toward a commitment to achieve racial equality. Although Brown claims to
provide equal protection under the law by outlawing separate public facilities for African
American and white people, it does little to address the underlying attitude that allowed
the separation to persist for so many years prior. According to Derrick Bell, the best
interests of African Americans must be considered apart from and implemented no matter
their effects on dominant culture for any measure of social justice to be attained.
According to Watkins, traditional curricula exist to ensure the generation and
perpetuation of white dominance. In order for African Americans to obtain social justice,
they must be able to use schools as places to identify, illuminate, and address the issues
most pertinent in their communities. African Americans must be allowed to define their
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own success and develop their own measures for achieving them. Toward the
elimination of the education debt, African American students and teachers must be given
equal access to resources necessary for learning that incorporates ideas and issues most
relevant to them. Additionally, the students must be afforded opportunities to challenge
harmful pedagogy by questioning the knowledge they are fed as “truth.”
Respect for African American Culture. Educational discourse must also hinge on
respect for African American history, language, community, culture, and values. Once
again, each African American scholar illuminates this conclusion in her/his ideology.
African Americans who supported the Brown ruling did so largely because of the chance
at equality of educational opportunity, not because they wanted their children to learn in
classrooms with white children as they understood the vitriol of white racism. When the
Supreme Court handed down the decision that separate is inherently unequal, there was
no mention of the harmful effects of whites not attending school with African Americans;
however, there was much talk of the “detrimental effect” suffered by African American
children who did not go to school with whites children. In this case of Bell’s interest
convergence, there was no respect afforded to the value of African American culture even
in a ruling that claimed to recognize everyone as equal. In traditional curriculum
orientation, the knowledge generated by dominant culture is celebrated while the
knowledge of anything “other” is discouraged. Languages other than English are
considered an asset only when learned in the context of a school room. Further, any
focused study of the history of non-European people is marginalized and taught in
decontextualized “elective” classes instead of treated as a vital component of the master
narrative. As described by Watkins, a social reconstructionist approach to learning
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includes the language and community of the students as a means to make the learning
relevant and to make product or work of the learning matter not just to the students
themselves, but in the community as a whole. Using Ladson-Billings’ ideology, the very
lives of African Americans are considered expendable when used in the interest of
serving “greater good” of advancing the imperializing knowledge and enhancing the
economic power of dominant culture. Efforts to eradicate the education debt must
include purposeful elimination of the fear of lethal discipline for simply existing as one
is.
Discourse on educational policy guided by African American ideologies supports the
idea that being African American does not inherently make one less intelligent, poor,
unhealthy, or otherwise deficient. None of these principles are present in the key
educational policies analyzed in this study.
Implications
The conclusions of this study have direct implications for the actions and beliefs of
many groups of people in the United States including students, educators, and
scholars/thinkers, and policymakers. What follows are implications for thought processes
as well as courses of actions for those groups based on the findings of this research.
African American Students. The findings of this study place African American
students as the intended beneficiaries and unfortunate casualties of the vitriolic nature of
the hegemonic discourse on educational policy. Armed with the knowledge that this
twelve year compulsory system is designed to cause them harm, students should critique
all information presented as “academic.” The questions: “Whose knowledge is it?”
“Why is important?” should always be asked before accepting given knowledge as Truth.
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Continuing with that critique, African American students should also place the images of
truth they are presented beside the images of truth in their communities to generate their
own ideas about their best interests. By becoming critical consumers of information,
African American students can begin to exercise a modicum of control over how they are
educated, thereby exercising a modicum of control over those providing the education.
Educators. Educators serve as an intermediary between the impact of the discourse
on educational policy and African American students. They can accept the limitations
placed on them by the discourse, yet provide limitless opportunities to the African
American students they serve. It is important for teachers of African American students
to understand that much of the effort they put toward educating their students will seem
futile because the education system is governed by policy steeped in discourse that
designed it to fail. Additionally, the findings in this study support the idea that in order to
combat the imperializing nature of the dominant discourse, educators must first recognize
its existence and realize that failure to acknowledge the discourse is the same as inviting
its harm. Educators must also respect the knowledge and truths that their African
American students bring into the classroom, especially when it does not match that of
that of the dominant discourse. It is the educator’s job to facilitate the students’
exploration of the etiology and manifestations of disconnect between the two as well as to
help them explore how to critically empower themselves against its harmful effects.
Scholars/Thinkers. It is ever the scholars’ responsibility to ‘trouble’ what is accepted
as Truth. As it is the teachers’ job to serve as intermediary between the discourse on
educational policy and the education system which it governs. It is the job of the scholars
to continually critique discourse in terms of what it contains and what is missing. Of the
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policy influenced by the discourse, scholars should constantly question the theoretical
basis practical implications. Thinkers should always ask the question, “Where did this
come from?” They should be investigate and encourage critique if educational policy
touted to help African American students is steeped in a discourse that does not include
their voices. Additionally, the conclusions of this study support the assertion that it is the
job of the thinkers to illuminate the coutnernarrative in the discourse on educational
policy in such a way that it is accessible to those who need it most, African American
students. If African American students are equipped with timely, relevant tools crafted
by competent critical thinkers, they will better be able to help themselves to a measure of
social justice.
Policymakers. These research findings support the demand for policymakers to
collect evidence from sources other than those who benefit from the perpetuation of the
subordination of African American students. It has proven lethal to ignore the voices of
the marginalized when determining their fate. In making decisions about the educational
needs of African American students, policymakers should not only consult the research
of scholars before deciding a course of action in the best interest of African American
students, but use it while making the decision. This practice should replace the common
occurrence of knowing what is in the best interest of the intended beneficiaries, but
choosing what is in the best interest of dominant culture. This research also supports the
need for policymakers to work across discipline to change the discourse on educational
policy. The impact of the discourse on educational policy reaches far beyond the
institution of education into employment, healthcare, politics, etc. Working together,
armed with the well-informed counternarrative and a genuine intent to help African
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American students gain access to social justice, policymakers, the perpetrators and
perpetuators of the perception of African American student underachievement possess the
most power to change it.
Recommendations for Future Research
The purpose of this critical comparative discourse analysis was to illuminate the malalignment of educational policies and African American educational ideologies and the
effect of this mal-alignment on the perception of the academic underachievement of
African American students. While this purpose was fulfilled, there is still much work to
be done.
1.

Only three educational policies were examined. Now that the pernicious nature
of these policies has been exposed, action must be taken. If the education system
continues to be governed by these policies, African American students will
continue to be harmed. Additionally, education legislation in the United States
started long before Brown, and will continue into the foreseeable future. Critical
analysis of all educational policies needs to be conducted to expose the harm they
do to African American students, and measures need to be taken to stop it.

2. Also, this study limited educational ideologies to three African American
scholars. There is a plethora of scholars with educational ideologies constructed
with the success of African American students in mind. Those scholars need to
be identified and their ideologies considered along with the three in this study to
inform educational policy.
3. In the same respect, this study was limited to African American students. African
Americans are not the only marginalized people in the United States who have
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been adversely impacted by hegemonic educational policy. Further research is
needed to identify these groups, expose the ill-effects educational policy has had
on them, and use the counternarrative to combat those ill-effects.
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